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ABSTRACT 
 
This dissertation examines two of Henrietta Rose-Innes’s novels: Nineveh (2011) and Green 
Lion (2015). It argues that the novels, with their intersection of ecocritical and speculative 
writing, occupy a significant position in contemporary South African fiction. The dissertation 
contends that a central theme of both novels is the liminal journey, which is both a personal 
and systemic response to the ecological crisis in a commercialism-driven city. Drawing on 
Arnold van Gennep’s concept of rites of passage and Victor Turner’s theory of liminality, the 
dissertation explores various facets of liminality in Rose-Innes’s fiction. It argues that the 
novels depict Cape Town as a dystopic setting whose traditional fabric has been destroyed by 
a system that is typical of late capitalism, as described by Fredric Jameson. Paradoxically, the 
destruction sets up unusual liminal spaces that are integral to the liminal journey. The 
protagonists of Rose-Innes’s novels are themselves liminal subjects whose inherent ferality 
sets them apart from mainstream society and aligns them with displaced humans and non-
human animals. This dissertation proposes that by invoking the classic phases of the liminal 
journey – separation, initiation, and return – the novels present a strong ecocritical message. 
Inherent in the liminal journey Rose-Innes presents is a path of learning and a shift towards the 
acceptance of interspecies co-existence in a city, and indeed on a planet, where the future of 
life is precarious.   
  
 
iv 
 
 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
To my supervisor, Professor Bridget Grogan, for her encouragement, guidance, support, and 
the enormous amount that she has taught me.  
 
To my colleague and friend, Corne Muller, for believing in me.  
 
Finally, to Hylton, Nina, and Matthew, for supporting me in this journey. 
 
1 
 
 
Table of Contents 
                                                 Page number 
TITLE PAGE                                                                                                                                           i  
AFFIDAVIT                                                                                                                                            ii  
ABSTRACT iii 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS iv 
INTRODUCTION 3 
1.1 Background to the study 3 
1.2 Purpose of the study 4 
1.3 Literature Review 5 
1.3.1. Henrietta Rose-Innes 5 
1.3.2. Ecocriticism in Rose-Innes’s fiction 9 
1.3.3. “You can’t bring it back”: the perilous Anthropocene 11 
1.3.4. “Zones where the world is taking form”: the shifting city 18 
1.3.5. “Change of state”: Rose-Innes’s speculative fiction 20 
1.3.6. “At these sites that are both urban and wild”: Liminality in Rose-Innes’s fiction 25 
1.4 The structure of the dissertation 32 
CHAPTER 1. Nineveh 34 
2.1. Introduction 34 
2.2. “The distressing entropy of built things”: the destruction of urban spaces 37 
2.3. “Stumbling, confused, blinking”: displacement of humans and nature 43 
2.4. “Clearly, a boss”: Martin Brand and capitalism 45 
2.5. “Small sojourners in a strange land”: The pre-liminal stage of the journey 49 
2.6. Nineveh: crossing the border 54 
2.7. “Swamp”: the neglected margins of Nineveh 57 
2.8. “Knight at arms”: the fall of Nineveh 58 
2.9. Return: the reclamation of Nineveh 62 
CHAPTER 2. Green Lion 64 
3.1. Introduction 64 
3.2. “Floating on grim foundations”: the graveyard of nature 69 
3.3. “Without the lions, it’s nothing”: loss of the lion 72 
3.4. “The Green Lion eats the sun”: alchemy in Green Lion 76 
 
2 
 
3.5. “We’re like animals because we’re wild too. Sometimes I am wild”: Ferality in Green Lion
 78 
3.6. “There’s … energy we get from wild animals”: shamanism in Green Lion 81 
3.7. “Down wasn’t a possible direction so he headed up, up, up”: The liminal journey up the 
mountain 83 
3.8. “Bars, stone, bars, stone”: the transgressive liminal space 87 
3.9. “Last crossing”: the definitive liminal journey 92 
3.10. “Things have changed around here”: after the liminal journey 94 
CONCLUSION 97 
EPILOGUE 100 
REFERENCE LIST 105 
 
  
 
3 
 
 INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 Background to the study 
 
This dissertation presents an ecocritical analysis of two novels by the contemporary South 
African novelist, Henrietta Rose-Innes: Nineveh (2011) and Green Lion (2015). Taking an 
ecocritical theoretical approach, it situates Rose-Innes’s fiction in relation to the concept of the 
Anthropocene, a term coined by the ecologist Eugene Stoermer to describe our current epoch, 
in which human behaviour is shaping ecosystems and adversely impacting on the environment. 
One of the primary concerns of Rose-Innes’s writing is the crisis that the world faces as a result 
of technological and socio-economic changes. In Nineveh, an entire ecosystem has been 
destroyed by construction, an emphatic focus of the novel; and the protagonist in Green Lion 
is the keeper of the elusive, last-remaining black-maned lioness in the world. As Rose-Innes 
suggests within these speculative texts, authentic wildlife has vanished due to its progressive 
extinction in the face of human commodification. Wildlife has thus become implicated in what 
Jean Baudrillard (2002: 23) has famously described as the ‘hyperreal’: the plant, insect or 
animal seems merely a reconstruction of what it once was, and bears only a “hallucinatory 
resemblance” to itself. Therefore the ‘real’ animal has become endangered or virtually extinct 
and has been replaced by idealised, human-made models of itself, “artificially resurrected 
under the auspices of the real”, to the extent that its representations can no longer be 
distinguished from what it was (Baudrillard 1994: 8). This study posits that, in response to the 
destruction of the environment, which has become what Donna Haraway (1991: 291) terms an 
“ambiguously natural and crafted” world, humans, nonhumans, and technological objects exist 
on a spectrum without clear boundaries of categorisation. Accordingly, I focus on the way that 
Rose-Innes’s novels depict the boundaries between the human and nonhuman, and the physical 
and non-physical as imprecise, with the result that new connections are formed between objects 
that inhabit the environment.  
 
This study identifies how Rose-Innes’s fiction foregrounds this network of connections and 
examines the way in which her writing represents space and places within these transformed 
environments. In doing so, the dissertation will draw on the concept of liminality, first coined 
by the ethnographer and folklorist Arnold van Gennep, and later developed by the symbolic 
anthropologist Victor Turner. Central to the concept of liminality is a rite of passage, 
identifiable in each text under study, which consists of three phases evident in Rose-Innes’s 
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ecocritical examples: the protagonist’s separation from a life dominated by an ecological crisis, 
transition into liminal spaces and, lastly, incorporation back into the world. The liminal spaces 
presented by the texts are, per the theory of social scientist and geographer Doreen Massey, 
dynamic and socially constructed. Massey (1994: 264) asserts that “space is not static, nor time 
spaceless”. Instead, it is the “product of interrelations”, where living things and the physical 
environment interact on both a global and local level. Space is “the sphere of possibility of the 
existence of multiplicity”, and is “always under construction … never finished; never closed” 
(Massey 2005: 9), and Rose-Innes creates liminal spaces in the novels under study, where there 
is a constant “change of state – as if the air is charged differently, or has crystallised” (Rose-
Innes 2011: 172). In strange, redefined spaces – the foundations of Nineveh, the lion’s cage, 
the fenced-off areas of Table Mountain, and perhaps even in post-apartheid South Africa itself 
– the protagonists create new identities and interact with the animal Other.  
 
1.2 Purpose of the study 
 
Through its focus on the ecological concerns of Rose-Innes’s fiction, this dissertation proposes 
that Rose-Innes occupies an essential place in contemporary South African literature because 
ecocriticism, currently, in the context of African literary criticism, is “potentially one of the 
most vibrant areas of critical discourse” (Olaniyan and Quayson 2007: 681). Rose-Innes 
highlights the disastrous impact of environmental degradation and the destruction of land and 
animals in a multicultural South African setting. Although previous research on her fiction has 
identified her attention to dynamic spaces wherein human and environment draw meaning from 
each other, the analyses have tended towards a post-colonial approach, focusing primarily on 
who may lay claim to the land and on the protagonists’ response to the threat of the invasion 
of their space (Barris 2014; Graham 2015; Louw 2014; Thurman 2015). In contrast, this study 
adopts an ecocritical approach according to which human beings are viewed as part of what 
Robert Watson describes as a “planetary superorganism”, and which emphasises a person’s 
identity as relational and “hing[eing] on the meaning of exchanges with other humans, objects, 
animals and plants”, thereby resulting in the creation of alternative spaces (Watson 2017: 106). 
Rose-Innes has stated that (together with her forthcoming novel, Stone Plant) Nineveh and 
Green Lion form part of a “very loose trilogy of environmentally themed novels” (Fincham 
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2019: 89).1 For this reason, I focus primarily on these two fictions. Drawing on the pattern of 
the liminal journey, I explore how, in Nineveh and Green Lion, the protagonists’ innate 
animality permits them to experience a profound awareness of animals, as part of the liminal 
phase. I argue that when they are reintegrated into society in the final phase of the journey, 
their perspective has shifted, and they are able to imagine a future where survival is possible in 
a world of ecological devastation.    
 
1.3 Literature Review 
 
1.3.1. Henrietta Rose-Innes 
 
Henrietta Rose-Innes was born and lives in Cape Town, a city that forms the setting of much 
of her writing. An acclaimed South African writer, she is the author of four published novels – 
Shark’s Egg (2000), The Rock Alphabet (2004), Nineveh (2011), Green Lion (2015) – and a 
short story collection, Homing (2010). Her novels Nineveh (2016) and Green Lion (2017) were 
both shortlisted for the Sunday Times Fiction Prize and her short story “Poison” received the 
2007 South African PEN Literary Award and the 2008 Caine Prize for African Writing. The 
Chair of the judging committee of the Caine Prize – Southbank Centre Artistic Director, Jude 
Kelly – remarked that the story showed a “sharp talent, a rare maturity and a poetic intelligence 
that is both subtle and deeply effective” and described it as “writing of the highest order” (UCT 
News, 2008). Rose-Innes is acknowledged as an innovative writer in post-apartheid South 
Africa, with J.M. Coetzee praising her work as a “welcome addition to the new South African 
literature” (Henrietta Rose-Innes, 2019). Writing on Rose-Innes’s literary website, British 
novelist Patrick Gale also admires Rose-Innes’s fiction for “plotlines that are wittily subversive 
and language that is whippet-lean” (Henrietta Rose-Innes, 2019). In a Stellenbosch Literary 
Project review, Craig Mackenzie (2011) describes her as a “consummate practitioner of the 
short story craft: there is perfect economy of description and action, the characters are few and 
are drawn sparingly, and there is an abundance of space and silence to be filled by the reader”, 
a feature of her short fiction that is also evident in her novels. Rose-Innes’s inventive and 
crafted fiction, which painstakingly situates its protagonists in spaces of social and ecological 
 
1  In a 2019 interview with Gail Fincham, Rose-Innes explains that, as with the other novels in the trilogy, Stone 
Plant will also be set in a futuristic Cape Town, and will depict as its central being an “ancient plant that finds 
ways to survive a drought-scarred world, and revive and propagate”. 
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turmoil, is, as critics have noted, an ideal vehicle to represent South African societal concerns, 
and continues to attract critical interest.     
 
Rose-Innes has degrees in archaeology (University of Cape Town) and biology (University of 
the Witwatersrand), and a PhD in creative and critical writing (University of East Anglia). Her 
specific interest is where natural history and literature “collide or interact” (Bellagio Center, 
2013), thus making her fiction particularly receptive to an ecocritical reading. The natural 
history of Cape Town fuels her focus, as she explains to Lindsay Irvine in a 2008 interview for 
The Guardian: 
The social and geographical connections are fascinating. It’s a unique, physically 
overwhelming city, with this giant mountain cutting into the middle of the city, and its 
position on the very tip of Africa, between two oceans, has always really affected its 
history. (Irvine, 2008) 
 
Each of the texts under study depicts significant landmarks of the formidable city. Table 
Mountain casts its perennial shadow over Cape Town in Green Lion, and, in Nineveh, the estate 
is uneasily located between the land and the ocean. In a 2011 Mail & Guardian review of 
Nineveh, Jane Rosenthal highlights Rose-Innes’s “very special ability to capture the essences 
of the city, its views and inhabitants, the light, the small details”. As Rosenthal notes, for Rose-
Innes, the social engagements between the city’s inhabitants are as significant as its 
architecture.  
 
Social interaction is indeed often an ordeal for Nineveh’s Katya Grubbs, a pest relocation 
specialist who prefers to live alone and avoids close relationships. Her peaceful self-isolation 
is threatened as her apartment begins to disintegrate as a result of construction in her suburb, 
and she therefore eagerly accepts an assignment from the capitalist Martin Brand to investigate 
an infestation of beetles at a new luxury estate called Nineveh. She soon discovers, however, 
that Nineveh’s appearance of luxury is a facade concealing what is in fact a crumbling 
infrastructure that is being systematically stripped of its fittings and fixtures, curiously, it 
transpires, by her father, Len. Len Grubbs once offered pest control services himself before 
being fired by Brand because of his unscrupulous business practices. He has, however, 
remained on the estate secretly and has bred the beetles that infest it in order to prevent it from 
being opened to the public. Ultimately, Len is unable to control the proliferating beetles that 
eventually destroy the estate and defeat Brand. The novel’s plot thus pits capitalism against 
nature in an innovative way, as noted by Rosenthal, who describes Nineveh as “a most original 
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novel; its plot is derived from strange and unlikely material yet, in its understated way, it is 
relentless and perfect”. She observes that “Rose-Innes clearly has views on the environment 
and the interface of the urban and natural worlds” – views that I argue here are a central concern 
of Rose-Innes’s fiction. Rosenthal also proposes that the parallels Rose-Innes depicts between 
“the ancient city of Nineveh, which succumbed to decay and Cape Town, suggests that Cape 
Town, indeed all our cities, are heading that way”. Rosenthal thus views large-scale property 
development as a force that is destroying South African cities. In her opinion, “there is some 
satisfaction in the fate of the Nineveh development for those readers who are outraged by such 
insensitive money-making schemes that damage so much”. Rosenthal highlights a significant 
ecocritical feature in Rose-Innes’s fiction, which encourages a moral commitment to the 
environment because readers experience relief when nature recovers from such onslaughts. 
Another theme that Rosenthal identifies in the novel is “the agency and freedom of the 
seemingly disempowered and discarded people, such as Katya”. Katya is set apart from the 
mainstream and, as I will argue, her isolation facilitates her engagement with nature. 
 
Rose-Innes is part of a generation of post-apartheid South African writers who are 
experimenting with the generic possibilities of the novel. Speaking to Michael Barron in 2017, 
Rose-Innes notes the difference between “an older generation of writers and writers coming up 
post-apartheid, including herself, who are starting to explore a wider variety of modes – genre 
writing, less overtly political stories”. She is pleased that “so many exciting new writers are 
exploring diverse new forms”, and reviews of her fiction attest to the fact that she is one of 
them with her innovative blend of the speculative and the ecocritical. In a review on Rose-
Innes’s literary website, acclaimed South African novelist Ivan Vladislavić (2019) describes 
Nineveh as “densely layered”, highlighting its multifaceted elements of fantasy and reality. 
Furthermore, he notes that it is a “totally absorbing tragicomedy for our anxious time and 
place”. This dissertation extends Vladislavić’s observation that the novel is set during an 
“anxious” time; post-apartheid South Africa is characterised by ongoing social tensions as well 
as environmental threat and destruction. As an ecocritical novel, Nineveh is indeed a 
“tragicomedy”, depicting in its curious, original fashion various onslaughts upon the 
environment, yet offering, I would argue, an optimistic ending and literary approach.    
 
Green Lion, however, is a more sombre novel that is preoccupied with loss: the loss of access 
to Table Mountain and green spaces, the loss of loved ones, and the extinction of the black-
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maned lion, among other animals. The protagonist, Con Marais, works at a lion sanctuary 
where he tends to Sekhmet, the last surviving lioness of her type. The narrative switches 
between past and present as Con remembers his unsettled childhood, his mother’s death, and 
his close and ultimately tragic childhood friendship with Mark Carolissen and his family. 
Sekhmet’s existence is ephemeral, and descriptions of the lioness become increasingly elusive 
and fragmented, heightening the sense of ecological loss. Some critics find it disconcerting that 
the novel centres on an environment under threat. Samantha Gibb, reviewing Green Lion on 
the lifestyle website W24 in 2015, acknowledges that “Rose-Innes’s prose is beautiful and she 
is undoubtedly a born storyteller”. She criticises the novel, however, for its “constant references 
to Table Mountain and Cape Town” that “force the reader to break the reverie induced by the 
tale”. She asserts that Rose-Innes is typical of “South African writers” who,  
try exceedingly hard to be as exalted as their foreign counterparts, to show their hand 
and draw on experience. This attempt to make the story relevant to a local reader sadly 
detracts from the tale’s hypnotic, beautiful rhythm. Green Lion tries too hard to please 
and seem relevant, where it need not try at all. It robs itself of greatness by having a 
forced menace lurking within the narrative. (W24.co.za, 2015)  
 
Gibbs implies that Rose-Innes, and South African writers in general, overemphasise South 
African elements in their narratives in order to impress their readers. She perceives a self-
consciousness in Green Lion that appears to detract from its lyricism. I argue, on the contrary, 
that Rose-Innes’s critique of a specifically South African commercialism and environmental 
destruction in her fiction generates its literary, affective and ecocritical significance. Lending 
support to my argument, Graham Riach, writing for the blog Africa in Words in 2016, sees the 
novel as an “ethically nuanced exploration of the competing claims of individual, familial, 
societal, and ecological loss”. The “menace” that Gibb rejects is, according to Riach, 
something that rarely finds a place in literary representation: the detachment from one’s 
own feelings that can accompany a loss in love, the melancholy of time’s passage, or 
the death of a loved one. Green Lion allows the reader to experience a bestiary of affects 
that are rarely elicited in books, but that are an important part of trauma and mourning.  
 
Riach concludes that “Green Lion is a quietly powerful novel, and a deft exploration of what 
it means to live on in the absence of those people, places, and things that once constituted the 
fabric of our lives” (Riach 2016). He highlights how personal and ecological loss are threaded 
through the novel at both an individual and societal level. This human reaction to the 
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environment is an integral part of ecocritical fiction, particularly in a South African context, 
where there is an imbrication of environmental, social, and political issues.        
  
1.3.2. Ecocriticism in Rose-Innes’s fiction 
  
Rose-Innes’s fiction represents how humans impact on and respond to their environment. In a 
2019 conversation with Gail Fincham, she discusses her recently completed manuscript, Stone 
Plant, which she sees as the “third part of a very loose trilogy of environmentally themed 
novels, along with Nineveh and Green Lion” (2019: 89). Her statement that each of the novels 
“examines the human relationship with the nonhuman world in different ways” confirms her 
fiction’s alignment with ecocriticism, defined by Cheryl Glotfelty (1996: xviii) in her seminal 
work, The Ecocriticism Reader, as “the study of the relationship between literature and the 
physical environment”.     
 
One of the central premises of ecocriticism is that there are interconnections between human 
and non-human life in the blended environment. In a 2016 interview with Lily Meyer on the 
online website “Electric Literature”, Rose-Innes explains that Nineveh is a “story about the 
inevitable cycles of change, of destruction and construction that occur in the complicated urban 
environments that most of us live in”. She focuses on the “variety of beings” coexisting in a 
city that is a “complex ecosystem”, and a dynamic system that humans are constantly 
destroying and rebuilding. South African critic Hedley Twidle (2013: 52) notes this literary 
representation of the cohesion between human and nature in Rachel Carson’s groundbreaking 
ecocritical novel, Silent Spring. Using Carson’s novel as an example of fiction with a 
heightened awareness of environmental damage, Twidle contends that the simplicity and 
lyricism of certain ecocritical novels produce a “carefully-worked for effect” that spotlights 
“ecological complexity and global pollution”. Numerous critics have noted this poetic quality 
in Rose-Innes’s fiction, which, like Silent Spring, is concerned with the “cultural sense that we 
make of the natural world”, and with the way that we incorporate nature into our social order. 
Twidle further suggests that “‘the human itself’ is a quality constructed out of and calibrated 
by our relations with the ‘endless forms’ produced by evolution”. An awareness of nature is 
therefore an integral part of being human. Louise Westling (2014: 2) asserts that, in 
contemporary times, where environmental concerns are escalating, ecocriticism increasingly 
“examines a wide range of recent literary works that engage environmentalist perspectives or 
imagine ecological catastrophe”. In such literary works, human beings and nature exist in an 
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interdependent relationship and face constant threats from environmental crises and industrial 
pollution. Westling identifies a trend in ecocritical literature that “questions the very categories 
of the human and nature” (2). I argue that Rose-Innes also undermines these categories in her 
literary depiction of liminal subjects. In Green Lion, as Con’s connection with Sekhmet 
deepens, he dreams of the lion, and his senses are heightened by the “kick of big-predator 
adrenaline, working its way around his systems” (Rose-Innes 2015: 161). In this dissertation, 
I examine the change in Con, and the manner in which Sekhmet’s presence triggers something 
in him that is deeply primal and animal, in order to explore the representation of animality, and 
its significance for the liminal subject, in the context of Rose-Innes’s fiction. 
 
Rose-Innes’s fiction also creates a liminal intersection of urban and rural spaces that serve as a 
setting for interspecies coexistence. According to Timothy Clark (2014: 82), a literary critic 
specialising in environmental humanities, human cities and ‘natural’ spaces, such as “the sea, 
the atmosphere, people outside the ‘developed countries’ and, above all, the future” are 
traditionally viewed as separate entities. As a result of environmental destruction or what Rose-
Innes terms “eco-catastrophe” in her interview with Fincham, however, these illusions of 
externality, where the city exists in isolation from “pristine nature”, have dissolved and 
ecocritical literature depicts a similar transformation (Fincham 2019: 91). Rose-Innes affirms 
that part of what she “wanted to convey in Nineveh is that cities and ‘nature’ are inextricably 
mixed up and tangled in each other” (91). She values a “destabilising sense of estrangement in 
writing” when she writes about the “nonhuman” (92), and her approach is identifiable in the 
diverse contemporary literary forms that depict the degrading environment. Clark notes that in 
these “modes of the fantastic, new forms of magic realism or science fiction”, distinctions 
between ‘character’ and ‘environment’ become fragile and break down” (Clark 2014: 81). In 
Chapter Two, this dissertation considers, as one of its focus areas, how the speculative element 
of Rose-Innes’s fiction is integral to its ecocritical message.  
 
In its representation of the environment, ecocriticism incorporates the humanities and the 
sciences. Patrick Murphy, an eminent ecocritic, observes that “ecocriticism necessarily draws 
on a far wider range of disciplines and intellectual traditions than most other forms of literary 
criticism”. In Ecocritical Explorations in Literary and Cultural Studies: Fences, Boundaries, 
and Fields (2009) he indicates that disciplines including “environmental history, forestry, 
geology, geography, urban studies, and more” are necessary elements of the approach to 
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environmental issues (Murphy 2009: 8). Rose-Innes incorporates this multidisciplinary 
approach in her novels, both thematically and as structural elements. Her degrees in 
archaeology and biology arguably inform her fiction’s precise and detailed descriptions of 
fauna and flora. This specialised knowledge is evident when Len, sounding like an 
entomologist, identifies the beetle in Nineveh as “promeces palustris” (translated as ‘swamp-
dwelling insect’), and describes how he has managed to “catch them when they’re still in larval 
phase” and cultivate them so that they will proliferate in the rainy season (Rose-Innes 2015: 
102). Here Rose-Innes has named a new, fictional species of insect that is also socially 
cooperative and is able to work in swarms ultimately to defend its environment. Nineveh 
therefore portrays insects as sentient beings deserving of human consideration.       
 
Ecocriticism, according to Murphy (2009: 6), has an activist function and should encourage 
the reader to rethink “social behaviours and actions” that impact on the environment. When a 
text is interpreted through an ecocritical lens, the focus is on the “relationship of the reader’s 
attitude toward the text’s representation of the extratextual world more so than the world 
imaginatively represented in the text”. Murphy (2009: 32) advocates for literature that 
encourages a change and promotes an ethical approach to nature, and for “writing that 
emphasizes family and community efforts to relate to and become integrated with the natural 
world”. Similarly, Rose-Innes concludes each of the novels that form the focus of this study 
with descriptions of communities living in harmony with nature and beyond the effects of 
commercialism and capitalism. The extreme impact of capitalism and its emphasis on 
generating profit in a world where nature is deemed to be a commodity is discussed in the next 
section. 
 
 1.3.3. “You can’t bring it back”: the perilous Anthropocene 
 
The Anthropocene is a momentous period in the planet’s history, to the extent that scientists 
have proposed it as a geological epoch that succeeds the Holocene.2 The Anthropocene’s 
classification is based on the hypothesis that the Earth is at a stage where human activities have 
caused permanent ecological damage. Global climate change, ocean pollution, species 
endangerment, and landscape changes have left their mark on the planet, prompting 
 
2 The Holocene is the name given to the last 11 700 years of the Earth’s history, when the Paleolithic Ice Age 
ended, the earth warmed, and the human population increased.  
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atmospheric chemist Paul Crutzen and limnologist Eugene Stoermer to define our current era 
as a new geological age characterised by human activity. Referring to the impact of growing 
technology on industries such as agriculture, farming, and fishing, they declared the following 
in the 2000 newsletter of The International Geosphere-Biosphere Programme: 
Considering these and many other major and still growing impacts of human activities 
on Earth and atmosphere, and at all, including global, scales, it seems to us more than 
appropriate to emphasize the central role of mankind in geology and ecology by 
proposing to use the term ‘Anthropocene’ for the current geological epoch. 
 
Christophe Bonneuil and Jean-Baptiste Fressoz (2013: 11) detail the enormity of humankind’s 
impact on the planet in the Anthropocene era and describe it as  
the sign of our power, but also of our impotence. It is an Earth whose atmosphere has 
been damaged by the 1,500 billion tonnes of carbon dioxide we have spilled by burning 
coal and other fossil fuels. It is the impoverishment and artificializing of Earth’s living 
tissue, permeated by a host of new synthetic chemical molecules that will even affect 
our descendants. It is a warmer world with a higher risk of catastrophes, a reduced ice 
cover, higher sea-levels and a climate out of control.  
 
Ecosystems degrade and transform in the face of unchecked and devastating industrial activity. 
Bonneuil and Fressoz emphasise the inability of humans to curb the “impoverishment and 
artificializing” of life. As I will discuss, this helplessness links to Fredric Jameson’s 
observation in Valences of the Dialectic that, in a dystopian world, humans respond to the 
devastation with “denial” and “grinding terror” but are unable to act on these emotions 
(Jameson 2009: 608). 
 
One of the central concerns of Rose-Innes’s novels, by her admission, is to “explore human 
relationships with the nonhuman world” (The Book Trail, 2018), and she herself locates her 
writing in the context of the Anthropocene. Discussing Nineveh and Green Lion in a 2018 
interview with the literary website, The Book Trail, she explains:  
In the perilous Anthropocene, with extinctions rampant and ecosystems degrading and 
transforming around us, it’s more important than ever to consider how we coexist with 
our nonhuman companions on this Earth. In these two books, I try to engage with two 
sides of this dilemma. Nineveh explores how we come to terms with unexpected and 
sometimes undesirable animal neighbours in urban spaces. Green Lion, a sadder book, 
contemplates how, with species loss, we are making ourselves lonelier on the planet, 
even as our culture seems to cherish the idea of “wildlife”. 
 
Rose-Innes’s concern with “rampant” extinction is evident in her fiction, and in Green Lion, 
Con “fluently and persuasively” (Rose-Innes 2015: 113) articulates Rose-Innes’s compelling 
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plea to consider our “nonhuman companions” (The Book Trail, 2018), as he asks officials from 
the Parks Department to remember the Cape Lion and quagga.3 As I will argue, extinction is 
the primary emphasis of Green Lion, indicating the ecocritical emphasis of the novel, which 
focuses attention on environmental injustice.    
 
In her Pulitzer Prize-winning book, The Sixth Extinction: An Unnatural History, Elizabeth 
Kolbert (2014: 502) puts the extinction crisis into perspective when she observes that, over a 
period of five hundred million years, “global climate change and other causes, probably 
including collisions between Earth and extraterrestrial objects”, were responsible for “five 
major extinction events”. Right now, however, “we are in the midst of the Sixth Extinction, 
this time caused solely by humanity’s transformation of the ecological landscape”. Although 
humans have dominated the planet for a relatively short time in the Earth’s history, the resultant 
rapid rate of mass extinction eclipses previous episodes in which species have died out. Green 
Lion creates a memorial to extinct animals, assigning their names to many of the titles of the 
different chapters of the novel.    
 
The Anthropocene is purported to have arisen in Britain around the 19th century, coinciding 
with the first Industrial Revolution, a time when the coal and steam industry expanded rapidly 
and was driven by the actions of “undifferentiated humanity” (Crutzen 2000: 17). However, as 
the environmental historian and historical geographer Jason Moore (2017: 595) argues, the root 
cause of the changes in the current epoch needs to be more clearly identified and, in his view, 
“the Anthropocene is a comforting story with uncomfortable facts. It fits easily within a 
conventional description – and analytical logic – that separates humanity from the web of life”. 
In other words, to blame humanity as a whole for the current ecological crisis diverts attention 
from specific human systems like capitalism. Moore proposes that the rise of capitalism, 
“historically and geographically, within the web of life” has shaped the current epoch, resulting 
in what he terms the Capitalocene (595).  
 
The Capitalocene began in the first half of the 16th century and was marked by accelerated 
deforestation in Europe, indicating the “rise of capitalism as a new way of organizing nature, 
 
3 The Cape Lion was hunted into extinction, with the last known adult specimen being recorded in 1858. The 
quagga, a type of zebra found only in Southern Africa, was also eradicated by hunting in the 19 th century. 
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organizing new relations between work, reproduction and the conditions of life”. As Moore 
puts it:  
Between 1450 and 1750, a new era of human relations in the web of life begins: the 
Age of Capital. Its epicenters were the seats of imperial power and financial might. Its 
tentacles wrapped around ecosystems – humans included! – from the Baltic to Brazil, 
from Scandinavia to Southeast Asia. Alongside new technologies, there was a new 
technics – a new repertoire of science, power and machinery – that aimed at 
‘discovering’ and appropriating new Cheap natures. (610) 
 
In the desire to generate profits, and in an era characterised by new dominance of commodity 
production and exchange, nature became an exploited source of profit. Furthermore, certain 
humans were subjugated, viewed as “unworthy of dignity and respect”, and treated as cheap 
labour, “excluded from humanity and given over to nature” as they became “a set of cheap 
objects”. Discussing the scenarios of environmental destruction arising in the epoch of the 
Anthropocene, Moore proposes that the foundation for the destruction of nature is “capitalism 
and its driving relations”, which have indeed “directed horrific violence towards human and 
extra-human life”. As Moore argues, the capitalistic desire for “power, production, and profit” 
generates a type of ambivalence where “interspecies dependencies” and “intra-species 
differentiations”, which manifest as “inequalities of class”, gender and race, coexist. ‘Intra-
species differentiations’ are evident in the stark divide between the vulnerability of 
marginalised groups, human and nonhuman, and the hegemony of capitalist wealth. At the 
same time humankind is united, for survival, in its reliance on nonhumans and on the 
environment. Moore asserts that the Capitalocene does not replace the geological epoch of the 
Anthropocene but rather focuses attention on the role of capitalism in the current environmental 
crisis.  
 
Rose-Innes’s fiction depicts the destructive power of capitalism, first establishing specific 
oppressors, and then drawing attention to their careless disregard for both the individuals that 
they marginalise and their destruction of the environment. Via the capitalist characters of Brand 
in Nineveh, and Elyse in Green Lion, and the dystopia portrayed in these fictions, Rose-Innes 
illustrates a future wherein capitalism has permanently altered society. Moore’s conversation 
about the Capitalocene serves as a starting point for my discussion of Fredric Jameson’s 
concept of ‘late capitalism’, which provides a theoretical framework for focusing on the 
speculative aspect of Rose-Innes’s fiction, which will be discussed in the next section. 
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Rose-Innes belongs to a group of contemporary writers increasingly concerned with current 
threats and damage to the environment, and the resulting connections, and disconnections, 
between human and nature. In Anthropocene Fictions: The Novel in a Time of Climate Change, 
which reflects on literary representations of the environmental collapse, climate change author 
and literary theorist Adam Trexler (2015: 6) recognises a novel’s potential to “interrogate the 
emotional, aesthetic, and living experience of the Anthropocene”. Since 2008, there have been 
what he views as unsatisfactory attempts to depict the current epoch, including “unfocused 
novels by literary giants (Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake)”, “entirely too much science 
fiction” and writing that is “preachy, politically partisan in the worst sense, apocalyptic rather 
than scientific, or, yet worse, craven rehearsals of the ‘facts’” (6). He argues that recently, 
however, there has been an explosion of writing that addresses climate change, including 
“many more critically acclaimed novels by younger authors”; for example, Sarah Moss’s 
apocalyptic thriller Cold Earth (2009); Rivka Galchen’s Atmospheric Disturbances (2008), in 
which meteorological changes dictate the protagonist’s every thought and action; Sarah Hall’s 
The Carhullan Army (2007), which depicts England in the grip of environmental collapse; and 
Tim Winton’s Dirt Music” (2001), in which humanity is pitted against a harsh desert 
environment (6). In a 2017 interview with Michael Barron, Rose-Innes observes a similar trend 
in South African literature, where “environmental concerns are more intensely topical than they 
were even five years ago” (Barron, 2017). As she points out to Fincham, her fiction reflects a 
“strong cultural interest in animal consciousness and human/animal relationships”. In a 
universe that is tending towards “entropy” as the environment deteriorates, humans and animals 
exist in a state of “entanglement” and engage with each other as they struggle to survive 
(Fincham 2019: 92). Chapter One of this dissertation identifies entanglement, famously 
theorised by South African cultural theorist Sarah Nuttall, as a salient theme in Nineveh.   
 
South African post-apartheid, ecocritical fiction blends the representation of environmental 
devastation with an interrogation of human identities, which is related to what Rose-Innes 
observes as the entanglement with animal consciousness. South African ecocritical literature is 
unique in that it cannot be separated from South Africa’s history of colonialism and apartheid. 
Twidle (2013: 56) observes that the South African environment is “under threat from man’s 
(sic) chemical ingenuity and meddling in complex natural systems”. The situation has been 
compounded by the “grand designs of settler-colonialism”, which sought to “remake the 
environment in the image of one’s own native land” (56). Referring to Table Mountain, he 
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notes how Cecil Rhodes used his “ enormous wealth to buy up the mountain flanks”, populating 
the area with “nightingales and chaffinches” and constructing “Roman lion cages, 
Mediterranean stone pines, oak avenues, deer parks, llama paddocks, summer houses, and 
hydrangea beds” (56). This setting, which represents what Twidle describes as the “glaring 
collusion of natural and imperial grandeur” is strongly evident in Green Lion in the novel’s 
depiction of the Lion House, built palimpsestically over the old Victorian Zoo’s remains (56). 
 
South African ecocritical discourse has the capacity to resist the “grand designs of settler-
colonialism”, however. Sam Naidu (2014: 60) stresses the need for a “localised ecocriticism, 
one strongly informed by developments in the more general field of postcolonial ecocriticism, 
which is sensitive to the history of both human and environmental exploitation in this region”. 
In both Nineveh and Green Lion, homelessness and informal settlements are a consequence of 
construction, and I trace how the colonisation of land for commercial activities has displaced 
people from their rightful homes. Chris Thurman (2015: 60) observes that contemporary South 
African writers exhibit an enhanced sensitivity to the “politics of both the present and the past” 
and, as Wendy Woodward (2014: 220) notes, their writing seeks to engage with identities in 
terms of “their performative qualities, the legalized contingencies of their racialized 
classification, as well as their potentially redeemable transformations”. In this context literature 
would therefore function as a form of social action and effect change. Thurman and fellow 
critic Aghogho Akpome (2018) both read Rose-Innes’s texts as allegories for the political status 
quo in South Africa. They focus on the short story “Poison”, from the collection Homing, in 
which a nuclear explosion devastates Cape Town. The white, middle-aged protagonist does not 
attempt to interact with her fellow refugees and escape to safety. Rather, she stays at a petrol 
station outside the city, convinced that help will arrive. In his reading of “Poison”, Thurman 
(2015: 56) suggests that the short story foregrounds and critiques the protagonist’s response to 
an apocalypse, which typifies “white privilege and the dominance of whiteness”. Akpome 
(2018: 8) offers a similar conclusion that the short story reflects the “difficulties of post-
apartheid national reconciliation and the problematical sceptre (sic) of enduring racial schism”. 
In Thurman and Akpome’s views, then, the message of “Poison” is that there is no hope of 
bridging the divisions of apartheid, and that an ecocritical reading of the story, by extension, 
cannot resolve the injustices that exist in the country. 
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Rose-Innes is cognisant of such interpretations, and in a discussion of Nineveh, she argues that 
“writers are often called on to be emissaries and explainers of the worlds they come from; and 
of course those politics do infuse the book” (Barron 2017). In a 2008 interview with The 
Guardian she again points out that when she wrote “Poison”, contemporary South African 
political issues unavoidably became part of the narrative:  
I never set out with a conscious political programme, although I never wanted to be 
seen as ‘apolitical’. And it became clear as I wrote that the story was not really about 
an environmental disaster, and I was pleased that it developed an allegorical point. 
(Irvine, 2008) 
 
Political issues are inevitably a significant aspect of Rose-Innes’s fiction, and she affirms to 
Brett Davidson, on the website Africa is a Country in 2012, that as she has grown as a writer, 
her ability to convey a strong political message has increased: 
I don’t really believe in apolitical books – it’s all political on some level – but when I 
was younger I was very aware of my limitations as a writer. I’ve gained in confidence 
since Shark’s Egg, technically and in other ways, and feel able to paint on a bigger 
canvas. These days I can try to convey things in a more conscious (rather than terribly 
self-conscious) way. (Davidson 2012) 
 
Rose-Innes emphasises the need for conversation and cooperation between all South Africans. 
In her interview with Michael Barron, she expresses her desire that South African readers, who 
inhabit a “diverse and changing” society, understand her writing as “one chip of colour in a 
bigger mosaic, a voice from a specific place and background, in conversation with other 
writers” (Barron 2017). Her focus extends beyond interhuman relationships, however, and she 
contends that “the allegorical elements [she] was more consciously shooting for” in her fiction 
are “actually more universal than South African racial dynamics” (Barron 2017). Rose-Innes’s 
“bigger canvas” portrays a blend of political, social, and environmental writing, in order to 
frame the interactions of, and challenges faced by, South Africans within an ecocritical setting. 
Consequently, she explores more universal concerns such as the “rise and fall of cities, urban 
coexistence, and exchanges between human and nonhuman worlds” (Barron 2017). In the 
interview, she expresses her vision of a regenerative cycle: discussing Nineveh, for example, 
she proposes that “the imagery of ancient, abandoned cities suggests that systems – cities, 
civilizations, families – are eternally falling apart and being replaced by something else” 
(Barron 2017). She also suggests that “we should not fear that process but embrace it” 
(Davidson 2012). Although Nineveh is set in post-apartheid South Africa and addresses the 
associated conditions of poverty and inequality, it supersedes the typical narratives that critique 
dehumanising rhetoric around race and class, and speaks of more global issues, and of 
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overturning restrictive social boundaries and effecting intercultural reconciliation. As Diane 
Awerbuck notes in a 2011 Sunday Times online review, Nineveh is “at once a passionate 
homage to place and space, and a sensuous exploration of metamorphosis”. In observing Rose-
Innes’s “homage to place and space” and her focus on “metamorphosis” within spaces, 
Awerbuck highlights Rose-Innes’s preoccupation with space, within the big city, as a product 
of social interactions. I argue that Rose-Innes’s optimistic vision of social engagement in the 
city, and of what Wendy Woodward (2014: 220) has described as the “fluidity and porousness 
of human identities in relation to those of the nonhuman”, transcends the interpretations of her 
fictions by Thurman and Akpome, which argue for her emphasis on rigid and static cultural 
division within the South African community. 
  
1.3.4. “Zones where the world is taking form”: the shifting city 
 
Rose-Innes portrays Cape Town as a continually evolving city shaped by history. In her 2018 
interview with The Book Trail, Rose-Innes confirms that her fiction depicts Cape Town as a 
city with a “complex history and social makeup”. She further emphasises that nature must be 
considered in a city comprised of “grey areas and ambiguous spaces where ecosystems and 
communities overlap” and “encroach on each other”. As this dissertation argues, Rose-Innes 
incorporates the speculative as an “unsettling, heightened-reality” in the novels under 
discussion, and she thus depicts a “slightly ‘other’ city, a few degrees away from the real” (The 
Book Trail 2018). As I will discuss later, the “grey areas and ambiguous spaces” are liminal 
zones that enable Rose-Innes’s protagonists to explore their identity.  
 
The Cape Town of Nineveh and Green Lion is a blended environment and a series of spaces, 
where borders shift and overlap. Any vibrant city, according to urban planning specialist Martin 
Murray (2008: 40), “mutates, evolves, and unfolds into a kaleidoscopic plurality of different 
cities that coexist at the same time and place”. In Nineveh, the juxtaposition of different aspects 
of the city is evident when Katya observes how parking garages have an “in-between feel”: 
No matter how glossy the shopping precincts that lie above or below, the parking garage 
is always a brute dungeon of raw concrete. Not a wild space, but not civilised either. 
The dark corners and crevices make her urban-pest sensors prick up. Here you get your 
rats, sometimes your pigeons. Not a terribly varied fauna, but a resilient one, dark-
adapted. (Rose-Innes 2011: 34) 
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Although the glossy shopping mall and rough, concreted parking garage may appear to be 
incongruous, they amalgamate to complete the city’s architecture, which resembles what social 
scientist and geographer Doreen Massey has called “the intersection of configured social 
relations” (1994: 265). Postmodernist political geographer Ed Soja (1999: 3) elaborates on the 
big city’s fluidity, ascribing it to the “simultaneity and interwoven complexity of the social, the 
historical, and the spatial, their inseparability and interdependence”. Katya accepts the presence 
of the “resilient, dark-adapted” rats and pigeons in the city’s underground spaces. She does not 
question the “grey draped figures” of homeless people who live in the alley adjacent to her 
house (Rose-Innes 2011: 28). In her review of Nineveh in The Guardian in 2016, Emily Rhodes 
observes how, in the novel, dynamic social spaces break down boundaries between rich and 
poor, and between human and nonhuman animal:  
This story of pest control is surprisingly gripping, but its strength lies in Rose-Innes’s 
preoccupation with the “shifting, restless … discontented city” of Cape Town, 
“convulsing in a frenzy of urban ants-in-the-pants”. Houses are surrounded by electric 
fences and have their bells “removed so beggars don’t disturb”, as the wealthy 
emphatically assert boundaries the author shows to be futile. Her pests are persistent 
and ultimately powerful – an effective metaphor to argue for a more permeable, equal 
city. 
 
For Rhodes, the city in Nineveh is never at rest and the undesirable human and animal ‘pests’ 
breach the boundaries of wealthy properties to restore the natural equilibrium of the city.  
 
In Rose-Innes’s fiction, which is set in the “perilous Anthropocene”, humans dominate the city 
and have permanently and extensively altered its grey areas. Biologist Peter Kareiva asserts 
that, in any large city, humans “have domesticated vast landscapes and entire ecosystems”, 
with the result that “there really is no such thing as nature untainted by people” (Kareiva 2007: 
1866). In Green Lion, on Table Mountain, a “silver fence” is “looped around the mountain like 
a ribbon” as the Parks Department closes off areas of the mountain for development (Rose-
Innes 2015: 85). Remnants of past human activity layer the Earth – on the mountain slopes are 
“tangles of emerald grass poking through the stonework of an earlier time, centuries-old 
terraces and waterworks all tumbled and overgrown” (225). In speculative fashion, Cape Town 
is portrayed as a dystopic city where the domestication of nature has been taken to the extreme.    
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1.3.5. “Change of state”: Rose-Innes’s speculative fiction 
 
Rose-Innes cites novelist and short story writer JG Ballard, who is noted for his apocalyptic 
science fiction, as a source of inspiration in her speculative fiction, including her short story 
“Snake Story”, which was nominated in April 2018 for the African Speculative Fiction 
Society’s Nommo Award. In 2016, an unnamed reviewer in the Irish Independent noted 
unusual aspects of Rose-Innes’s fiction, and suggested that “her work isn’t easy to categorise. 
Like JM Coetzee, her former tutor, she toys with allegory, but also borrows from sci-fi and 
horror”.4 Nick Mulgrew, on the Nommo Award website, proffers a succinct but comprehensive 
description of the scope of African speculative fiction, including in it “science fiction, fantasy, 
stories of magic and traditional belief, alternative histories, horror, and strange stuff that might 
not fit in anywhere else”. The area of commonality of all these fictions, according to Mulgrew, 
is that they diverge from representing the consensus reality that is based on human experience; 
as science fiction writer Judith Merril (1971: 60) asserts, they present a “postulated 
approximation of reality, by introducing a given set of changes – imaginary or inventive – into 
the common background of ‘known facts’”. Within a real setting, then, something imaginary 
or unworldly is introduced which enhances the fiction’s performative quality. As I have 
discussed, ecocritical fiction encourages ethical thinking and effects positive social action, 
transformations or “changes of state” evident in the resolutions or conclusions of the novels 
under study (Rose-Innes 2011: 172). The speculative aspects of the texts encourage the reader 
to imagine a dystopian future resulting from capitalism. 
 
Speculative fiction was initially proposed as a subgenre of science fiction but this classification 
has been disputed by writers such as Margaret Atwood (2004: 513), who defines “science 
fiction proper” as “books with things in them we can’t yet do or begin to do, talking beings we 
can never meet, and places we can’t go”. She prefers her work to be classified as “speculative 
fiction, which employs the means already more or less to hand, and takes place on Planet 
Earth”. I draw on this definition of speculative fiction because Rose-Innes’s narratives 
reconcile two levels of fictional reality: she situates her fiction in a known location and then 
introduces the imaginary, suggesting a kind of exaggerated return of nature after it has been 
suppressed. Her protagonists accept the unusual and incongruous without question – in 
Nineveh, a teeming army of beetles swarms all over an entire estate; and in Green Lion a 
 
4 Rose-Innes completed an MA at the University of Cape Town’s Centre for Creative Writing under JM Coetzee 
in 1999. 
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ubiquitous, shadowy lioness stalks the protagonist. On her literary website, Rose-Innes 
describes mutating locations in her novels, which represent a shift between reality and a parallel 
fantasy dimension. As she points out: 
Nineveh falls into a grey zone, where I don’t completely recognize the moment when it 
passes into speculative from non-speculative. It’s set in a recognizable Cape Town but 
not an altogether real Cape Town. Certain things are invented – the plague of insects 
for example, or the underground cabins beneath the swamp and the estate – these 
gesture towards fantastical fiction. But I like to keep on that line of uncertainty between 
the real and unreal. (Rose-Innes, 2019) 
 
Several elements that Atwood famously identified in speculative fiction are evident in Rose-
Innes’s texts, and one of them is the concept of time. Speculative fiction makes reference to 
history as it considers the future and “can speak of what is past and passing, but especially of 
what’s to come” (Atwood 2004: 515). In addition, it “explores the relation of humanity to the 
universe in graphic ways, an exploration that often takes us in the direction of religion and can 
meld easily with mythology” (515). Grzegorz Trebicki (2015: 21), who has a special interest 
in non-mimetic literature, also identifies a strong mythical component when he defines 
speculative fiction as a broad term for a “category of fantasy literature that seems to encompass 
all works of fiction, both historical (sometimes even ancient collections of myths or epics such 
as Gilgamesh or Odyssey are evoked) and contemporary, that might be roughly (and usually in 
rather vague terms) qualified as ‘non-realistic’”. Jameson (2005: 60) similarly notes that 
fantasy “breathes a purer and more conventional medieval atmosphere, and dreams this non-
historical vision along certain sharply articulated lines, from religion to village life, from 
superstition and legends all the way to the great struggles between the nobility and the 
peasantry”. The return to medieval life results in a “fundamental negation and repudiation” of 
the “exhaustion and alienated lives of modern factory workers” (60). In this way, fantasy 
portrays a Utopia that negates a “visceral sense of the chemical deficiencies of our own present” 
(59). From an ecocritical perspective, literature depicts a return to old values, where human 
and nature were in equilibrium, and seems to offer an escapist solution to the contemporary 
environmental crisis. 
 
Although Green Lion does not reference medieval life, it frequently refers to indigenous South 
African mythology in the form of the San kukummi, adding another dimension to its speculative 
form. Consequently, it contrasts a bygone era of concord between humans and animals, with 
the contemporary postmodern condition. This is a trend that is applicable to South African 
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speculative fiction, which often incorporates traditional mythology, and is therefore rich in 
history as it simultaneously interrogates the future. In her discussion of the South African 
writers Lauren Beukes, K. Sello Duiker, Thando Mgqolozana, and Don Pinnock, Woodward 
(2014: 220) attributes their elements of fantasy to an “assertion of indigenous knowledges 
which were either disregarded or actively suppressed during the colonial and apartheid eras”. 
Furthermore, she suggests that much indigenous knowledge is centred on the nonhuman and 
that “expanding human knowledges through recourse to experiences of the nonhuman, possibly 
of the unreal, thus suggests ways of coping with negative aspects of our unsettled, adolescent 
democracy” (220). In this dissertation I explore how Katya and Con, as liminal subjects with a 
special capacity to perceive and understand animals, gain deep insight into the trauma of 
displacement and precarity of existence in South Africa.  
 
In addition to asserting that speculative fiction is set in an identifiable place and often has strong 
mythical elements, Atwood argues that it has a social function and furthers an understanding 
of humankind:  
Literature is an uttering, or outering, of the human imagination. It puts the shadowy 
forms of thought and feeling – heaven, hell, monsters, angels, and all – out into the 
light, where we can take a good look at them and perhaps come to a better understanding 
of who we are and what we want, and what our limits may be. (Atwood 2004: 517) 
 
Speculative fiction depicts the imagined social conditions of “Utopia and [...] dystopia” in order 
to explore “proposed changes in social organization in graphic ways, by showing what they 
might be like for those living under them” (515). In a 2017 online interview with Constance 
Grady, Atwood defines literary utopia as “the flashbacks to the previous life, which of course 
nobody recognizes as a happy place until it’s gone” (515). She asserts that “every dystopia 
contains a little utopia”. Atwood’s dystopian novels are set in a future that reflects with 
nostalgia on a past wherein something special is irrevocably lost (515). In Oryx and Crake 
(2003), for example, the world has been devastated by humankind’s abuse of technology and 
science, to the extent that ultimately only a few eco-ethically aware humans survive. Similarly, 
in The Year of the Flood (2009), a sequel to Oryx and Crake, the world is controlled by 
corporations that further capitalistic growth and simultaneously destroy the ecology of the 
planet. Here, only a small resilient group of people called God’s Gardeners lead an ecologically 
aware way of life, clinging to memories of the past world. Maddaddam (2013), which 
concludes the trilogy, depicts their continuing efforts to rebuild civilisation.    
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In this dissertation I argue that Rose-Innes’s fiction expresses a corresponding disquietude 
about a dystopian future. Jameson’s perspective on late capitalism and its contribution to the 
postmodern position provides a theoretical framework according to which Rose-Innes’s fiction 
may be read. Jameson distinguishes late capitalism from an older type of capitalism, which 
stems from what he describes as the “expansion of the state sector and bureaucratization”, and 
that later formed the basis of Jason Moore’s concept of the Capitalocene (Jameson 1991: 26). 
According to Jameson (1991: 26), the dystopic postmodern condition emerged in the 1950s 
“after the wartime shortages of consumer goods and spare parts had been made up, and new 
products and new technologies (not least those of the media) could be pioneered". Late 
capitalism is distinguished by a close interrelationship between the cultural and the economic, 
where the desire for profit has markedly changed art and architecture, resulting in an “immense 
and historically original acculturation of the Real” (26). Jameson argues that there is an 
overwhelming “sense that something has changed, that things are different, that we have gone 
through a transformation of the life world which is somehow decisive but incomparable with 
the older convulsions of modernization and industrialization, less perceptible and dramatic, 
somehow, but more permanent precisely because more thoroughgoing and all-pervasive” (26). 
As I will argue, Rose-Innes depicts a future where real species have been eradicated and 
historical artefacts have been destroyed, and the present is also lost, along with authentic proof 
of knowledge claims of the past. As Jameson observes, literature about the imagined future 
inevitably returns to anxiety about the present. In Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire 
Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, he proposes that we “need to develop an anxiety 
about losing the future” (Jameson 2005: 233). This fear of loss transcends the “existential 
dimension of time” and is associated with a profound fear of losing the “past” and “memory” 
(233). The loss of animal species results in an emptying out of wildlife. Consequently, there is 
no longer a “territory, a referential being, or a substance” to represent nature (Baudrillard 1994: 
1). Baudrillard’s contention that society has replaced reality with a simulacrum of the real, is 
identifiable in Green Lion, where the virtually extinct black-maned lioness remains elusive and 
is repeatedly constructed as a pastiche of pictures, taxidermied animals, myths, and 
inscriptions. I propose that the lioness inhabits Baudrillard’s realm of the hyperreal: “cut adrift 
from any sense of an original upon which ‘the map, the double, the mirror or the concept’ 
imprint themselves” (Baudrillard, 1981: 1). The lioness and the spaces of nature it inhabits are 
barely kept alive in a state of simulation and their history is tenuous. In a world where the 
hyperreal is the pervasive form and where “imitations are the dominant form of reality” (Philips 
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1999: 577), ecology is redefined. Umberto Eco (1990: 5) describes how contemporary society 
yearns for a situation in “which the past must be preserved and celebrated in full-scale authentic 
copy; a philosophy of immortality as duplication”. Although species have become extinct or 
no longer exist in their natural habitat, humankind has created spaces where “the theme of 
hyperrealistic reproduction involves not only Art and History, but also nature” (49). Eco depicts 
the San Diego zoo as both a museum and a theme park, where the primary aim is to entertain 
visitors by creating a “Disneyland for animals” and where the habitat is anything but authentic. 
Disneyland, according to Baudrillard (1994: 12), “is a perfect model of all the entangled orders 
of simulacra” and is a “frozen, childlike world” that is designed to “conceal the fact that the 
real is no longer real” (13). Rose-Innes creates a similar representation of this zoo in the lion 
house of Green Lion, as its directors plan to introduce “animatronics, cloning, theatre/Arts and 
safaris”, and to turn it into a “Jurassic Park” of sorts, in order to improve revenue (Rose-Innes 
2011: 118). In fact, as Twidle observes in a Sunday Times review, the novel represents the 
whole of Table Mountain as a similar copy of the real – “a fenced preserve for the few species 
that remain: a 21st-century Ark that is guarded and (in theory) only accessible through 
expensive guided tours” (Twidle 2015). The novel presents images of the future that prompt a 
re-evaluation of the present-day activities that could result in the loss of access to green areas. 
 
In the novels under study, human activity has impacted every aspect of the fictitious 
postmodern city of Cape Town, and Con and Katya find only limited freedom in its ostensibly 
green spaces. Lawrence Buell (2001: 5), widely recognised as a pioneer of ecocriticism, notes 
that traditional ecocriticism draws attention to the presence of “tracts of (relatively) 
unfabricated nature”, which are unspoiled. These are the spaces beneath and in the swamps 
around Nineveh, where Katya discovers the beetles, and the mountain slopes where the lioness 
seems to track Con. The novels depart from a tendency to romanticise nature, depicting what 
Buell has described as “techno-transformation” (Buell 2001: 5). Under the foundations of 
Nineveh, Katya wades through water littered with “beams of wood and swatches of carpet” 
(Rose-Innes 2011: 192). On the slopes of Table Mountain, alongside the departmental houses, 
Con sees “old car doors, pieces of wood” and “a rusty washing machine (Rose-Innes 2015: 
131). Buell (2001: 5) summarises the postmodern condition as one where “we inhabit a 
prosthetic environment, our perception of which is more simulacra-mediated than context-
responsive”. Postmodern literature therefore presents a situation where “the world’s physical 
environment is being increasingly refashioned by capital, technology, and geopolitics, with so-
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called nature consumed or reproduced as lawns, gardens, theme parks, habitat zoos, 
conservancies, and so on” (5). Such areas are evident in the artificial estate of Nineveh and in 
the “bright new buildings” of the modern zoo that has been constructed on the old Victorian 
zoo in Green Lion.  
 
Despite the anxiety that it generates, ecocritical literature also has the capacity to imagine 
positive alternative futures, and I argue that this is one of the driving messages in Nineveh and 
Green Lion. Christophe Bonneuil and Jean-Baptiste Fressoz (2013: 11) assert that although 
there is a wealth of impersonal scientific information about the Anthropocene, it is imaginative 
fiction that bridges the gap between the geographical realm and the Humanities. It forges “new 
narratives for the Anthropocene and thus new imaginaries” and involves “rethinking the past 
to open up the future” (11). Narratives about the Anthropocene generate “visions, [which] are 
an imaginative force oriented toward the future, driven by pervasive anxiety about the 
prospects for life” (11). In the next section I discuss how the novels under study generate such 
an imaginative force through their focus on liminality.    
    
1.3.6. “At these sites that are both urban and wild”: Liminality in Rose-Innes’s fiction 
 
Rose-Innes’s fiction thematises liminal journeys where the protagonists enter an alternative, 
secondary world in a quest for self-discovery. Writing in Cape Town – A City Imagined, Rose-
Innes describes her exploration of unusual makeshift dwellings on the city’s outskirts, and 
speculates that the inhabitants are “eccentric, creative, perhaps disturbed souls” who “are 
unable to thrive in the city, or have been chased away” (Rose-Innes 2014: 758). Her description 
of these nonconformists aligns to Chris van der Merwe’s assertion that liminal subjects are 
marked as outsiders, “fitting in nowhere” (van der Merwe 2007: 99). Interestingly, Naidu 
(2014: 62) identifies an archetypal journey in ecological crime fiction that takes the form of an 
“adventure or quest”, where the “protagonist temporarily loses his way and finds his moral 
compass compromised” as he is forced to negotiate urban dystopic settings that are “bleak, 
sleazy and ugly”, and that “mirror social disorder”. As I will discuss, Katya and Con have lost 
their way in a dystopic city setting that reflects their internal discord and their quest follows a 
similar archetypal journey. 
 
Rose-Innes’s protagonists purposefully remain on the margins of society and resist domination 
by refusing their traditional gender roles and by seeking alternate identities. In a recently 
 
26 
 
published and important interview with Riach (2018a: 6), Rose-Innes discusses some salient 
themes of her writing and highlights many of the themes of the texts under study. She states 
that she tries “to write characters that are unorthodox, to different degrees, that disturb gender 
assumptions and gendered social roles”. They struggle to sustain romantic relationships and do 
not conform to societal norms. Katya wears pest control uniforms in order to resist her 
femininity, and Con puts on his lover’s cosmetics. Rose-Innes also asserts in the same interview 
that she herself resists being categorised as “a woman writer, or a women’s writer, or perhaps 
a woman who writes”, and that she is comfortable with creating male protagonists and 
focalizing her narratives through them (6). She subverts gender stereotypes in Green Lion, 
stating that her male characters experience “unease with their roles” and their “imperfect 
inhabitation of their male skins” in a way that “reflects [her] own unease with conventional 
gender identity” (6). Gender identity and gender ambiguity, then, are aspects of liminality that 
the novels under study portray. In Chapter One and Two, I examine how Katya and Con do not 
conform to social dictates, increasing their marginalisation and establishing them as liminal 
subjects. 
  
Katya and Con are able to access transitional and transformative spaces that are essential to 
their liminal states. In Cape Town – A City Imagined, Rose-Innes observes how outsiders 
retreat to locations that are “here in Cape Town, but which exist simultaneously in another 
place, somewhere less controlled and familiar. These sites all have a strong sense of 
overlapping universes: wild and tame, new and ancient, real and fairy tale”, making them 
liminal spaces that present a different reality (Rose-Innes 2014: 758). The topology of Cape 
Town makes it an ideal location for liminal spaces because, according to Rose-Innes, the city, 
built between accessible semi-wildernesses of mountain and seaside, has softer, more 
porous edges than most urban areas – edges that allow the odd solitary soul to be 
absorbed, to disappear. Such sites can be confusing, disorientating. They extend the city 
into the fringes of the wild, but they also bring the wildness closer to home, blurring 
the transition. (822) 
 
The “porous edge” referred to above, suggests a border zone fundamental to liminality, a 
concept first outlined by the anthropologist Arnold van Gennep. During rites of passage, 
forming the focus of van Gennep’s study, the liminal subject’s entry into a transitional state is 
characterised by a border-crossing signalled by a significant object. In ceremonial rituals, the 
milestone, or landmark might be a “stake, portal, or upright rock ... whose installation at that 
particular spot has been accompanied by rites of consecration” (van Gennep 1966: 15). These 
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landmarks are more than physical structures, according to social anthropologist Edmund Leach 
(1976:34), and they are a “source of anxiety” because they are “artificial interruptions to what 
is naturally continuous”. In their discussion of the poetics of liminality and hybridity, Hein 
Viljoen and Chris van der Merwe (2007: 10) assert that “many texts describe and represent 
liminal spaces, persons and transformations”, all of which create boundaries that are “highly 
meaningful semiotic entries, since they also demarcate zones of meaning”. In her novels, Rose-
Innes combines the geographical and social, and her fiction depicts geographical and human-
made objects such as fences, roads, and walls that serve as social boundaries. Ornate gates and 
statues mark the thresholds protagonists must cross in Rose-Innes’s narratives. Thus they 
represent both geographical and metaphorical thresholds that allow her subjects to pass through 
a neutral zone to another territory and to “waver between two worlds” (van Gennep 1966: 15). 
Speaking to Riach, Rose-Innes (2018a: 8) describes the spaces in her novels as “strikingly 
strange because of their curious juxtapositions ... They are uncanny, haunted spaces that turn 
out to be familiar – if not at first to our protagonist, then to someone or something, flesh and 
blood”. She indicates that her fictions set up unfamiliar and unpredictable thresholds that have 
common features and facilitate a network of interactions between ‘flesh and blood’ humans 
and animals. Buell (2001: 19) argues that for ecocriticism to be relevant, it should “put ‘green’ 
and ‘brown’ landscapes, the landscapes of exurbia and industrialization, in conversation with 
one another”. I suggest that Rose-Innes’s fiction offers this powerful message of cooperation, 
through the merging of natural and man-made spaces, and through the depiction of the 
resilience of nature. 
 
Rose-Innes’s novels depict significant circular journeys within transformative spaces. Riach 
(2018: 1) proposes that in Rose-Innes’s fiction, movement such as “a climb up and then down, 
or a voyage out and back” is a means of resolving “narrative material”. In her interview with 
Riach, Rose-Innes elucidates that her fiction has “a great number of journeys out and back, and 
often these are negotiated via architecture or geography – a character might venture to the top 
of a skyscraper and down again, or, as in Green Lion, a mountain” (Riach 2018a: 5). In a 
description important to an understanding of liminality in Rose-Innes’s fiction, Riach (2018: 
5) interprets this movement in the narratives as taking on “the character of a recurring Freudian 
fort-da, moving from safety to danger and back, or from a position of comfort to discomfort 
and then returning”. In Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Sigmund Freud (1922: 10) describes 
how his grandson played a game in which he threw his toys away from him, exclaiming ‘fort’ 
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(meaning ‘gone’), and then retrieved them, saying ‘da’ or ‘there’. Freud explains that the fort-
da game is a repetitive one of “disappearance and return” and suggests that the “greater pleasure 
was attached” to the return phase (10). The return of the object therefore serves as what Jay 
Watson (1995: 471) calls “a wish-fulfilment, satisfying a desire for meaning”. Applying 
Watson’s interpretation to the movement in Rose-Innes’s story, it is evident that the circular 
journey into a liminal space represents a means of attaining control in situations of uncertainty. 
The liminal subject retreats from a threatening situation to a place where they feel safe, 
disappearing as they search for meaning, and then returning. 
 
As is evident in the novels under study, the return phase of the journey does not necessarily 
completely resolve all of the tensions that may arise in post-apartheid South Africa. In Cape 
Town – A City Imagined, Rose-Innes asserts that her fictions’ circular journeys serve in part to 
compel the protagonists to “confront several, perhaps particularly South African, impulses, and 
constraints” (Rose-Innes 2006: 824). These journeys, according to Riach (2018: 2), represent 
“uneven spatial cadence” because the unresolved issues indicate the “unequal spatial politics 
of post-apartheid South Africa”. His analysis is based on a reading of Rose-Innes’s short story 
“Falling”, from the collection Homing. Here, the white protagonist, Victor, and a black security 
guard experience shared elation and terror when they climb up the outside wall of a shopping 
mall. However, they do not end the journey together and each returns to his disparate socio-
economic position. Riach observes that, while “Victor may walk into the light in a moment of 
self-liberating and ephemeral epiphany, the black security guard is left inside” (11). The text’s 
“temporal movement” therefore correlates with the “lived reality of actual spaces and places”, 
and with unequal political and socioeconomic conditions (3). According to Brigitte Le Juez 
(2011: 197- 198), writing in Geocritical Explorations, the liminal journey is a form of exile 
that “places the observing protagonists outside the place they occupy in reality”. The process 
of reaching the liminal space involves the transgression of barriers and lines in order to reach 
a “‘smooth space’ that rouses an essential yearning, which may be considered nostalgic or 
incantatory” (198). In “Falling”, then, Victor and the security guard climb up the building 
together and temporarily achieve a moment of equality and shared understanding that is rare in 
their everyday lives. I argue that Katya’s experience in the estate, and Con’s climb up the 
mountain present similar opportunities to engage with nature in a “smooth” and “incantatory” 
space. The prevailing feeling, according to le Jeuz, is one of yearning, and I argue that although 
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the liminal journey is an attempt to transcend the reality of socio-political discord, the circular 
journey inevitably returns to the source of the tensions.   
 
This dissertation explores Rose-Innes’s depiction of the liminal journey from an ecocritical 
perspective, and this kind of reading is perhaps best exemplified and introduced through a brief 
reading of the short story “The Leopard Trap”, from Homing. The protagonist, Daniela, 
habitually escapes her Cape Town apartment, and her abusive relationship, and stays in bed 
and breakfasts in the countryside. As I will show, in the context of Rose-Innes’s novels, the 
coherence of communal life is disrupted by a violent event, and the protagonists choose escape 
as a form of exile, engaging in what van Gennep (1966: 11) has defined as a rite of separation. 
On a farm near Sutherland, Daniela finds an old leopard trap. The path leading to the trap is 
differentiated by its “silvery blonde against khaki” (Rose-Innes 2010: 47) colour and signifies 
a border that takes Daniela into the transition or liminal rite. The physical threshold is a “heap 
of stones to one side of the path: coffin-shaped, open at one end” (47). The leopard trap into 
which Daniela then climbs is an “enticing private space” (47). The space is unfamiliar and yet, 
as if sharing a collective memory with the leopard, Daniela senses “the horror of the trapped 
creature, of the trap, this box precisely measured out for her own length and breadth” (48). In 
her discussion with Riach, Rose-Innes asserts that deserted dwelling places, or what she calls 
“abandoned” places, can “represent the compelling mystique of other people’s lives” (Riach 
2018a: 9). In Nineveh and Green Lion, abandoned places such as the estate of Nineveh and the 
empty lion’s cage are a stark reminder of the loss of nature. Although they are physically empty, 
however, they enable the protagonists of the novels to “imagine themself into another’s space”, 
resulting in interactions that are “potentially fraught and strange, but also vital” (9). In “The 
Leopard Trap” too, the leopard trap constitutes a liminal space with permeable borders that 
permit Daniela to experience the animal’s terror. As I will show, the liminal spaces in Rose-
Innes’s fiction are frequently areas where her protagonists experience communion with 
animality and nature.  
 
I propose that Rose-Innes’s protagonists are essentially liminal subjects who do not conform 
to societal norms but can engage with animals. Frequently the interaction is in a semi-dreamlike 
state. After she leaves the leopard trap, for example, Daniela dreams of the “grit, the coldness, 
the weight of stones packed tight” (Rose-Innes 2010: 50). Later while she is still in a dream or 
perhaps awake, she returns to the trap and senses the “wisp of a feline spirit wafting past her 
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hands, through the broken gap in the stones and up into the roofless night” as the leopard’s 
spirit is freed (50). However, the essence of the leopard inhabits her being and Daniela feels a 
new inner strength and detachment. Back in her apartment, she watches her lover and is unable 
to “tell exactly what she was: leopard or hunter. The one inside the box of stones, or the one 
who stands and watches as the trap falls closed, over and over again” (53). Daniela’s return 
signifies the rite of incorporation back into society, or postliminal rite, but something has 
shifted. 
 
In her liminal experience, Daniela is isolated from other humans, and prefers the solitude of 
escape. In Rose-Innes’s interview with Riach (2018a: 5), she reflects that her characters are 
never “completely comfortable or easy in anything”, and they are unable to fit into social 
settings. Liminal subjects, according to anthropologist and cultural theorist Mary Douglas 
(1966: 1), are people who are in a “marginal state”; they are “somehow left out in the patterning 
of society” and “are placeless”. In this dissertation, I propose that the protagonists of the novels 
under study exhibit a distinctive type of liminality in the form of ferality, which sets them apart 
from society. In a chapter from the Routledge Handbook of Human-Animal Studies, Woodward 
notes that a hallmark of recent post-apartheid South African fiction is ‘ferality”, which she 
defines as “the fluidity and porousness of human identities in relation to those of the 
nonhuman” (2014: 220). She therefore extends the otherness of liminal subjects to incorporate 
animal identity, an ambiguity that Twidle also observes in a 2015 review of Green Lion on his 
personal website, where he comments on the wild, animal-like state of Con that is embodied in 
his “ferality”. Twidle asserts that the novel reminds us that 
we are all, in fact, animal people. That the physical and psychological residue of the 
creatures we evolved with and from is still within us: in our figures of speech, on our 
currency, in our dreams, in our breathing, our scent. It is intriguing how the novel 
exchanges sight, that most imperious of senses, for smell. The erotic charge of human 
musk; the ‘humble animal funk’ of dirty socks; the chemical smell that haunts Mark’s 
family home, full of taxidermied creatures – this sensory register works to estrange and 
deepen a story that might otherwise be written off as just another suburban family 
history with a secret lurking in its past.  
 
Drawing on Twidle’s assertion, I argue that, in Green Lion, as Con becomes increasingly 
preoccupied with Sekhmet, he experiences physical changes that indicate his ferality, as well 
as the superimposition of various senses, where he smells and hears the lioness rather than 
seeing her. Woodward suggests that in the works of novelists who “deploy indigenous 
traditions in their novels”, ferality reconfigures the human body, “sometimes quite literally, 
 
31 
 
beyond rational limits” in order to “overlay and contradict the conventional dualistic splits 
between the unreal and the real, nature and culture” (Woodward 2014: 220). In these novels, 
protagonists internalise age-old knowledge of the nonhuman. Rose-Innes incorporates this 
indigenous tradition into Green Lion, where the ‘wildness’ of her protagonist resembles that of 
the San kukummi and is therefore uniquely South African. 
 
Perhaps because of their wildness, the protagonists in the novels under discussion have a 
heightened awareness of surrounding space, and they simultaneously draw energy from it and 
imbibe it with their own. According to Victor Turner (1966) classical liminal spaces are 
“floating worlds” that are necessary “in order to live, to breathe, and to generate novelty” and 
they can only acquire meaning if liminal subjects inhabit them. I explore in detail how, in 
Nineveh and Green Lion, Katya and Con are able to inhabit spaces where they interact with 
nonhuman animals in strange but vital ways. These interactions and the resulting entanglement 
between humans and nonhuman animals are necessary for their future survival. Ultimately, I 
argue that liminal spaces, with which Rose-Innes’s fiction is so concerned, offer a powerful 
solution for the future of the planet. Ronda (2013) proposes that such ecocritical texts should 
not be approached with “a perspective of innocence or ethical outrage” that would result in 
“distanced vantage”. Rather, the “ecological interrelationality” and “collective feelings of 
vulnerability, hopelessness, and dread” should be acknowledged. This dissertation explores the 
message of hope that Rose-Innes offers: her protagonists, in accordance with Ronda’s hope for 
the future of humankind, exhibit a “collective human wish not to harm, to ‘breathe in’ and 
‘move between’ other species in affirmative, nonviolent coexistence”.  
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1.4 The structure of the dissertation 
 
In Chapter One I focus on how Nineveh depicts Cape Town as a city that is crumbling under 
the stresses of construction and commercialism. As a starting point, I draw on Jameson’s 
assertion that one of the overarching goals of the capitalist system is to satisfy the postmodern 
desire, and in the process nature and green spaces are replaced with artifice. The novel portrays 
urban space as comprising regions of growth that lie alongside areas of congestion and ruin. 
This destruction violently displaces vulnerable human and animal populations. The chapter 
traces the changes of state that characterise Katya’s liminal journey. Firstly, the physical 
ruptures in the city mirror her personal instability and serve as a catalyst for her separation 
from society as she moves into Nineveh. Swarms of beetles breach the porous borders of the 
estate, which becomes a battleground between the capitalist system and nature. I argue that 
Katya’s ferality, and identification with animals, allows her to experience the battle and to 
witness the resistance and ultimate triumph of nature over the system of capitalism, within the 
liminal space of the estate. Finally, Katya returns to the city, and although she does not 
reintegrate, the reclamation of the estate by its rightful owners is reflected in her own self-
acceptance. I contend that Nineveh delivers a strong ecocritical message that threatened species 
are resilient and can work in concert to slow down the rate of destruction of the environment.          
 
In Chapter Two I examine how, in Green Lion too, Cape Town is marred by construction and 
property development. On Table Mountain the fence that separates unspoiled, green areas from 
overdeveloped ones becomes a trope that signifies a border zone and point of entry into liminal 
spaces. I outline how, through its setting, the novel evokes Henri Lefebvre’s observation that 
the unchecked exploitation of nature will ultimately result in the complete loss of natural space. 
Green Lion is imbued with loss and its primary focus is on Sekhmet, the last living black-
maned lion, and the inevitability of animal extinction. I argue that the novel presents pastiches 
of the lion, such as excerpts from legends and references to alchemy, all of which emphasise 
how nothing can replace a living lion. The chapter explores how Con’s liminal journey is 
characterised by a deeply intimate connection to the lion, which, I argue, represents a 
progression from Nineveh, where Katya sympathetically but objectively observes the wildlife 
around her. I begin by identifying how, structurally, the novel is organised into sections that 
emulate the phases of a liminal journey. The first section titled, “Human Things”, indicates 
how loss and discontent with human things impels Con to separate from his ordinary social 
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life. Con crosses the limen or threshold, which is signified by another significant section, “The 
Fence”. Here, I argue that his growing ferality strongly resembles that of the indigenous San 
kukummi and that his changing viewpoint draws him uncannily close to Sekhmet. The final 
section, “Jerome” outlines the return phase of his journey, where he is reincorporated into 
society but remains isolated because of his deep wisdom about nature. I consider that this 
change in Con is one that, according to the novel, is necessary in order to draw on the network 
of human-animal connections that will ensure future survival.      
 
I conclude by drawing parallels between the novels and by highlighting the aspects that identify 
them as significant South African ecocritical fictions. The protagonists in both novels are 
innately feral and this is one of the features that enables their interaction with animals within 
liminal spaces and adds to the unique brand of liminality in Rose-Innes’s fiction. I contend that 
the central theme of these speculative novels is liminal journeys that involve nature. These 
transformative journeys are an innovative means of depicting entangled human and nonhuman 
worlds.    
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CHAPTER 1. Nineveh 
 
 
But Nineveh is of old like a pool of water: yet they shall flee away. Stand, stand, shall they 
cry; but none shall look back. 
- Nahum 2: 8, KJV. 
 
 
2.1. Introduction 
 
In her third novel, Nineveh (2011), Henrietta Rose-Innes, in speculative mode, represents a 
Cape Town devastated by mass-scale development, resulting in the loss of green areas in its 
suburbs, and of indigenous fauna and flora in its peri-urban regions. In this chapter I consider 
the novel’s focus on Cape Town as a city that has been exploited and destroyed by property 
development. I explore the novel’s concerns with the multifaceted nature of city space, which 
is highly contested and becomes a battleground between the system of capitalist enterprise and 
those who have been displaced. Parts of the city lie in ruins, buildings are disintegrating, and 
vast tracts of wetlands have been destroyed, creating dystopian spaces that seem irreparable. I 
draw on Sarah Nuttall’s argument that within the fragmented African city, displaced and 
marginalised humans and animals coexist in a state of entanglement, and are thrown together 
despite their differences and because of their sameness. I argue that the protagonist Katya 
Grubb’s exploration of the estate of Nineveh is a liminal journey that has an ecocritical context 
and trace the change of state that is evident in the phases of her journey. Ultimately, Katya is 
initiated into a final, significant phase wherein she appreciates nature’s resistance and 
resilience.       
 
Nineveh is a significant South African ecocritical novel that responds to the environmental 
crisis in an innovative way, depicting new possibilities of understanding between the human 
and nonhuman animal. The protagonist, Katya Grubbs, moves from the dystopian areas of the 
city into a liminal, arguably fantastical, space on the estate of Nineveh. There she witnesses 
how the attempts by real estate capitalists to destroy the natural environment, and build an 
estate, are thwarted when the estate is flooded, invaded by beetles, and made uninhabitable. 
The estate therefore undergoes a similar fate to the biblical city of the same name. In her liminal 
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journey, Katya engages closely with nature in the spaces beneath and around the estate, and 
she witnesses nature’s rejuvenation as the ecology of Nineveh is restored, and the estate once 
again becomes home to the community who belongs there.  
 
Katya is a pest control specialist, and from the outset, she comes into opposition with her father, 
Len, whose profession she shares and whose methods of pest control are radically different 
from her own considered, ecological approach. Len has raised Katya and her sister, Alma, in 
an unstable atmosphere where they have moved constantly, and they have always been aware 
of the threat of their father’s violence. Katya’s consequent lack of assertiveness with men is 
emphasised when she encounters Martin Brand, the wealthy, brashly confident, and 
unashamedly sexist developer of a newly constructed, luxury estate called Nineveh. The estate 
has been beset by a series of disasters, including the theft of copper wire, the collapse of the 
landscaped gardens into a swamp, and an infestation of beetles that Katya is hired to eradicate. 
Unbeknown to Katya for much of the novel, Len was previously hired by Brand to remove the 
beetles and after being fired, he hid on the estate, propagated the beetles, and sabotaged any 
efforts to make the estate habitable. At the estate, Katya’s only companions are security guards 
and the teeming multitude of plants, birds, animals, and insects that have been forced from the 
estate and flourish outside its enclosing walls. Yet the beetles mentioned above have 
insidiously breached the perimeter and have invaded the estate, remaining hidden but audible 
as they constantly scratch and tick. Also adjacent to the estate are informal human settlements, 
and the shack dwellers, aided by Len, regularly access the estate through an underground tunnel 
that allows them to strip Nineveh of its fittings and furniture. Although Len has bred the beetles 
and enabled them to proliferate, he loses control as they gain ascendancy. The biblical city of 
Nineveh was destroyed in retaliation for the destruction of Babylon, and its demise was 
announced by the prophet Nahum who stated: “the river gates are opened, the palace is in 
dismay” (Nahum 2: 6-7, RSV). In a similar way, nature, in the form of beetles and flooding 
rain, eventually destroys the estate. Just as the inhabitants fled the old city without looking 
back, Brand is defeated and must leave his property development to be reclaimed by the people 
who were displaced from it. From an ecological perspective, Nineveh depicts how nonhuman 
animals respond to each other in a complex network of intercommunications, and work in 
concert in order to counteract the violence enacted upon them by unscrupulous land developers.      
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Nineveh focuses on various aspects of space, beginning with the representation of Cape Town 
as a lively and multifaceted city that is a contradictory space of affluence and poverty, order 
and disorder, and isolation and community – a city which, in its multiple identities and mix of 
cultures and classes, may be described in itself as a liminal space. Nineveh depicts Cape Town 
as an ambivalent, fluctuating social space defined by constant interactions between people, a 
focus reinforced by the novel’s depiction of the strong relationship between Katya and the 
homeless community that once lived in the park opposite her apartment. Although their 
experiences are vastly different, Katya and this itinerant community experience a ‘change of 
state’ when their dwelling places are threatened by industrialism and capitalist expansion: 
commercialism is remodelling the city into a fragmented, bleak urban space. Forced removals 
and racial segregation were codified in the legislation of apartheid South Africa, and although 
Nineveh is set in the post-apartheid era, the socio-economic challenges faced by the poor 
persist. As an ecocritical novel, Nineveh depicts the scenario of the Capitalocene, described by 
Jason Moore, where “capitalism and its driving relations have indeed directed horrific violence 
towards human and extra-human life” (2015: 3). In response to this violence, marginalised 
animals and displaced humans are united in a state of entanglement, a focus of the novel which 
this chapter will later address.  
 
Cape Town is therefore portrayed as a city where green spaces and well-plotted out suburbs 
have been excavated and lie in ruins, becoming dead zones after their former inhabitants are 
evicted to make way for sterile constructions built for monetary profit. In order to address Rose-
Innes’s ecocritical focus on the interconnections between diverse biological and cultural forms 
in a city that is under ecological threat, I explore Katya’s liminal journey into the estate of 
Nineveh, where she experiences an ever-increasing sense of decentring and dislocation. Rose-
Innes is not only concerned with broad political, spatial, and ecological concerns, but also with 
the psychological dynamics of her protagonists. Part of Katya’s liminal journey, then, is to re-
evaluate her lack of assertiveness, insecurity, and constant unhappiness. She is able to embrace 
her isolation from society and enjoy a nomadic existence where she observes the city from a 
distance. In a broader sense, her socially constructed identity shifts when she defies the societal 
constraints that devalue her as a woman. As a result of her alliance with the beetles that overrun 
the estate, she participates directly in the web of interconnections that the novel emphasises 
between the displaced human and the nonhuman animal. Through this encounter she can defy 
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the patriarchal system represented by Brand and her father, and ultimately is no longer 
controlled by it. 
 
Space in Nineveh is depicted as a battlefield wherein the nonhuman animal and the liminal 
subject are allies pitted against the system of capitalism that would destroy their world. The 
final change of state and transition that this chapter traces is Katya’s reincorporation into 
everyday city life with an altered state of consciousness and a renewed awareness of her 
identity. She is self-assured and content; Brand and the system that he represents have 
relinquished their power over her and she no longer yearns for a fixed home because she has 
reconciled herself to the fluidity of the city. I assert that the conclusion of Nineveh reinforces 
the novel as ecocritical fiction promoting an ethical approach to human society and nature. 
Previously threatened communities work in a spirit of cooperation with each other and with the 
environment once Brand is deposed. Ultimately I aim to show how Rose-Innes offers a message 
of optimism and hope that the impending doom and entropy associated with the destruction of 
nature will be halted, because the city is a place where people unite, and where community 
generates strength and resilience in the face of adversity. Rose-Innes offers a vision of 
ecologically-attuned social change, effected by both interhuman and multispecies encounters. 
   
2.2. “The distressing entropy of built things”: the destruction of urban spaces  
 
One of the major focuses of Nineveh is the impact of capitalism on urban space. The novel 
depicts how profiteers have thrown the spatial dynamics of Cape Town into disarray. Fredric 
Jameson describes capitalists as “faceless masters” who “continue to inflect the economic 
strategies which constrain our existences” (Jameson 1991: 65). Their activities, according to 
Martin Murray (2008: 10), sort the “cityscape into a heterogeneous mosaic of widely discrepant 
zones that range from volatile areas of hyperactive dynamism and growth, at one end of the 
spectrum, to lethargic immobility and capital-deprived sites” that are racked with “congestion, 
overcrowding, decay, and ruin”. The mosaic of discrepant zones, in a city comprised of 
adjacent areas of destruction and regeneration, not to mention wealth and vulnerability, is 
evident in the difference between Brand’s sprawling and luxurious house, with its “perfect 
lawn”, “grand white house”, and “clipped flowerbeds flecked with pink and blue”, and Katya’s 
own home, which is poised precariously in the middle of an area of mass construction (Rose-
Innes 2011: 9). The novel opens with Katya on a pest-relocation assignment at Brand’s house, 
where the backdrop is the Constantiaberg mountains, which are “wrinkled and worn and 
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shouted down by the boisterous sky”, a description attesting to their age and the onslaughts 
they have endured (9). Cape mountains are a prominent feature in both Nineveh and Green 
Lion; in Nineveh they offer a silent reminder that they existed in the epochs preceding the 
Anthropocene, and that they have witnessed the violence that construction has inflicted on 
Cape Town’s landscape. As Hedley Twidle and Sean Christie (2014: 194) note in Cape Town 
– A City Imagined, a collection of essays about the city edited by Stephen Watson, Cape Town 
has striking geographical features. The mountains in particular are “immense heaves of 
quartzitic sandstone” that dwarf the City Bowl, which is “a dense knot of banks, cranes and all 
other human business”. Thus the mountains around the city, with their impressive geology and 
layers of metamorphic rock, seem to dwarf the city’s populated areas and, in doing so, subtly 
undermine humankind’s profit-making ambitions.  
 
Nineveh’s recurring metaphor of insects as soldiers depicts nature’s resistance to human greed 
and endeavour. In Brand’s garden, a large number of caterpillars have made their home in one 
of the trees, and Katya reflects that because of “their small, helmeted heads”, all caterpillars 
are “male: foot soldiers”, introducing the theme of resistance and battle (Rose-Innes 2011: 11). 
When Katya diverts the caterpillars from the tree, the “moderate caravan of furry beasts” 
marches “down the spout” in a “conga line”, indicating their social cooperation (12). The 
impression is one of “a river of caterpillar flesh flowing down the tree, peeling away, leaving 
the branches stripped and affronted”, an image that is later repeated when the beetles in the 
estate of Nineveh crawl on the undersides of the floorboards of buildings that have been 
stripped of their fixtures and flooded by the rain, so that their foundations resemble a 
“submerged lake” (192). In her reading of Nineveh, Joan-Mari Barendse (2018: 70) asserts that 
although insects are often disregarded as the subject of human-animal studies because of their 
abundance and reputation as pests, their presence in the novel highlights the entanglement of 
human and animal lives, thus emphasising its ecocritical function. ‘Entanglement’ is defined 
by Sarah Nuttall as the condition whereby inhabitants of post-apartheid South Africa are 
“twisted together or entwined” (Nuttall 2009: i) and, like Barendse, I adapt this term for an 
ecocritical focus. As Donna Haraway observes in When Species Meet, the earth is comprised 
of a “myriad of entangled, coshaping species”, where “contemporary human beings [meet] with 
other critters” and become allies against the capitalist system (Haraway 2008: 5). Barendse 
comments on this mode of defence when she proposes that Nineveh’s use of the word “soldier” 
is one of the conventions of “the field of entomology”, where “anthropomorphic terms such as 
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‘queen’, ‘king’, ‘worker’,’ soldier’, ‘slave’, and ‘slave-maker’” describe the way that social 
colonies function (Barendse 2018: 70). It is apparent that the novel’s references to warfare also 
offer a metaphor for nature’s defiance, and a literary depiction of how organised social 
structures in nature withstand annihilation. 
 
Indeed, Nineveh portrays the city as a contested space where humans and nature battle for 
territory. Katya removes the caterpillars successfully from Brand’s garden and transfers them 
to the Newlands forest, on the slopes of Table Mountain. Disorientated like the city’s homeless 
people, and arguably in a metaphor for forced removal, they fall from the tree where she tries 
to home them. Nuttall notes that the African city is defined by the “intertwining of surface and 
depth” and that below the surface lies a “subliminal memory” of “suffering, alienation, 
rebellion’ and “insurrection” captured in the “figure of the black migrant worker” (Nuttall 
2009: 84). Certainly, Nineveh engages with metaphors of the displacement that is a significant 
part of the history of Cape Town. Katya reflects that the caterpillars will be eaten by larger 
animals and that “the mountain is full of such tiny battles. It’s all contested territory, 
overlapping three-dimensional, fiercely patrolled” (Rose-Innes 2011: 24). In Nineveh, the “tiny 
battles” between predator and prey are microcosms of the larger battle for territory, 
contributing to the novel’s emphasis on the dystopian spaces of capitalism and development – 
spaces that Richard Phillips (2002: 190) describes as “bad, diseased or inverted places” that 
“lack natural abundance and beauty, sensual gratification, moral order, and social harmony”. 
Katya’s own “pretty but decrepit” home, facing a “destroyed park” that has been “bulldozed” 
in order to make way for “something new”, is set in a dystopian space (Rose-Innes 2011: 25). 
Just as the caterpillars described above are vulnerable to forest predators, humans and animals 
inhabiting the park are defenceless against construction and the machinery deployed in the 
process. The “digging machines” that have been “chipping their muzzles into the Earth” and 
the “excavating beasts” that have “clamped their jaws and rested their topsoil-bearded chins on 
the ground” lie alongside the trenches in the park, and the metaphor that casts cranes and 
excavators as wild animals, with no conscience or compassion, is one of the novel’s allusions 
to the war on the environment (Rose-Innes 2011: 27). Rose-Innes paradoxically portrays 
construction machinery as ancient and primal, linking the Earth’s geological time scales. The 
machines resemble the dinosaurs of the Mesozoic Era, thereby emphasising the novel’s focus 
on the contemporary moment as simply constituting yet another phase in geo-development (the 
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Anthropocene), a focus on ecological time that Rose-Innes emphasises by linking our human-
centred, profit-driven epoch to the epoch of huge and primordial beasts.  
 
The loss of the park and the decay of Katya’s Victorian-style home recall Jameson’s description 
of the postmodern city. Here, established architecture has been disrupted by the “dispersive 
and disjunctive” capitalist system, resulting in a loss of history. In Postmodernism, or, The 
Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, Jameson argues that older architecture in the city is “worked 
over, canceled, surcharged, volatilized, sublimated, or transformed by some newer system” 
(1991: 17). In an attempt to construct a city that satisfies the need to refashion “all the familiar 
things in new terms”, therefore, older buildings, roads, and parks are demolished or altered 
until they are no longer identifiable. In Nineveh, Katya has watched how, in the park, “first the 
jungle gym, the slides and the roundabout, the swings and the seesaw” were “uprooted and 
tossed aside, jumbled like the toys of a big, bad baby” (Rose-Innes 2011: 26). Familiar 
playground equipment that had entertained families for years has been carelessly discarded by 
property developers who visualise something newer and more profitable. In his exploration of 
the growth of Johannesburg, Martin Murray (2008: 2) describes how, as a result of “spatial 
restructuring”, the city “has produced a sprawling polycentric landscape, which is a product of 
the simultaneous “construction and destruction of the built environment”. The result, typified 
by Katya’s suburb, is a “dystopian nightmare” resulting from “disorder, misuse and 
deterioration of urban space” (3). Above the surface, the familiar architecture has been radically 
altered into a dystopian space and from Katya’s perspective, the “road looks unbalanced, as if 
the whole street tilts away from her house and down toward the disturbing gap on the other 
side” (Rose-Innes 2011: 25). The threat of the Earth sliding down into the gap foreshadows the 
later destruction of the estate of Nineveh. The city beneath her seems to be “alive with a million 
worms”, indicating that malignant processes are at work within the city that threaten its very 
structure (25). Worms are associated with the breakdown of organic material and with 
increasing instability, a seemingly incongruous metaphor incorporating natural imagery and 
suggesting the insidious and destructive effects of capitalism on the city. A similar metaphor 
is repeated in the novel when the beetles beneath the foundations of Nineveh erode its structure, 
indicating that nature will destroy what humankind has built and thus reclaim its territory. 
 
The impact of human activities on the city therefore extends both across the city and beneath 
its surface, and Rose-Innes represents this geological stratigraphy of the Anthropocene in 
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Nineveh. In The Sixth Extinction: An Unnatural History, Elizabeth Kolbert describes how 
different layers of rock in the Earth’s crust have been formed in different periods, and how they 
contain the remains of lost species and also reflect the time period of that animal’s existence. 
In deeper layers that indicate older epochs, for example, “mammals disappear completely from 
the Earth’s surface” (Kolbert 2014: 6). The most recent Anthropocene epoch is evident in the 
layers of the Earth’s crust, according to Timothy Clark (2015: 184), because humanity has 
“affected the planet to such a degree as still to be visible in the geological strata in millions of 
years’ time”. The geological evidence of this epoch is visible as Katya examines the excavation 
in the park and sees how, in the trench that has been dug, “old foundations lie exposed, strata 
of concrete and twisted metal pipes. Cloudy water pools at the bottom of the excavation and 
the ditchwater smells like long-buried coins” (Rose-Innes 2011: 26). The exposed layers of 
Earth display previously hidden spaces, underpinning Shane Graham’s observation that one of 
the preoccupations of post-millennial South African fiction “involves subterranean spaces – 
basements, mines, tunnels – and a distrust of the solidity of built environments” (2014: 64). In 
his reading of Nineveh and Lauren Beukes’s Zoo City, Graham argues that “the narratives strip 
away the surface layers of Cape Town and Johannesburg and show us the layers of 
infrastructure, mechanization, and human labor that constitute the city itself” (64). Certainly, 
Katya’s city is embedded in the Earth’s layers and she sees in the “pewter water”, the reflection 
of “wavering outlines of buildings and streetlamps, a sunken city that might still be raised, 
intact” (Rose-Innes 2011: 29). The layers preoccupy Katya, as they do the reader, and she gets 
“that sense of downness – of space under the surface – that the filthy hole across the road has 
opened up inside her”. The enormity of the space under the city is filled with products of human 
activity that constitute and reveal the “hubris of modernity” (Fincher and Iveson 2015: 23). The 
layers of man-made debris support the assertion that “two centuries of explosive urbanization” 
have contributed to environmental pressures and the resulting Anthropocene (23). As I will 
discuss, the estate of Nineveh is also built on significant underground spaces that reinforce the 
significance of layers beneath the surface where cataclysmal events will occur.   
 
Chapter titles in Nineveh indicate various themes explored in the novel, and the third chapter, 
“Cracks”, signals the structural fractures in the city’s architecture. Ken Barris (2014: 66) draws 
a parallel between architectural and social instability in his reading of Nineveh when he notes 
that the breakdown of borders between inside and outside highlight “zones of instability 
invested in both gender and architecture as a complex and productive seam, and in which 
 
42 
 
mechanistic and organic worlds (not to mention views of the world) collide with productive 
violence”. The violence of mechanical demolition causes the appearance of new cracks in 
Katya’s home, which, like the “faint lines in her own face”, suggest that the building shares her 
identity because of the significance that she ascribes to it (Rose-Innes 2011: 43). An alarming, 
“inky, sharp-edged, viciously jinking” new crack seems to extend from the demolition site 
across the road, “slicing through her walls, her foundations” (43) – the crack extends into the 
building, and also into Katya’s sense of personal identity, implying that the pace of modernity 
and capitalist development jeopardises her foundations and stability, just as it affects the 
architecture around her. Katya’s home therefore reflects her sense of dislocation, malaise, and 
lack of agency – an existential and situational urban condition shared by inhabitants of the 
postmodern city, who, according to Jameson, become disorientated, and “unable to map (in 
their minds) either their own positions or the urban totality in which they find themselves” 
(Jameson 1997: 18). As I will discuss, however, Katya differentiates herself from the other 
inhabitants of the dystopic city through her encounters with animals and the special qualities 
that make her a liminal subject.     
 
As a liminal subject, Katya is set apart from society and this isolation extends to the notion of 
home. In her discussion of the postcolonial subject, Lois Tyson (1999: 368) describes a state 
of “double consciousness” that often produces an “unstable sense of self”. The subject 
experiences a “feeling of being caught between cultures, of belonging to neither rather than to 
both” (368). Although Katya is not caught between cultures, her ferality distances her from 
those who have colonised the environment. Like the classical colonised subject, she is therefore 
“unhomed”, which as Tyson explains, is to “feel not at home even in your own home because 
you are not at home in yourself: your cultural identity crisis has made you a psychological 
refugee” (368). The deteriorating apartment, with “all the wear and tear, the rot and 
disintegration, the distressing entropy of built things”, is the first permanent home that Katya 
has had (Rose-Innes 2011: 30). However, she has not taken possession of it and has “changed 
nothing, barely added or subtracted a single item” (31). She yearns for “a little bit of – not 
luxury, exactly, but ease, permanence” (31). This desire for a home recalls Brian Ford’s 
observation that the “sense of place, or locatedness” is generated by the self, and that the 
meaning of a place is defined by what one has “authored and ascribed to it” (Guagliardo 2001: 
143). Indeed, Katya and her nephew, Toby, both invest meaning in the area where Katya stays 
and she “briefly feels their lives, hers and Toby’s, overlap, anchored to the same plot of land” 
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(Rose-Innes 2011: 41). Philosopher Gaston Bachelard views the house as a focal point for 
human emotions and consciousness and it is therefore “a tool for the analysis of the human 
soul”. The inside of the house is a haven for “man’s being” and when the “border-line surface 
between such an inside and outside” is “reversed”, the “center of ‘being-there’ wavers and 
trembles. Intimate space loses its clarity, while exterior space loses its void, void being the raw 
material of possibility of being” (Bachelard 1994: 218). Thus the collapse of Katya’s home 
disrupts her being, forcing her to confront the external world. Katya’s home, then, seems to 
mirror her personal lack of centredness and attachment, setting her apart from society and 
facilitating her liminal journey. As a result of her homelessness, she experiences fellowship 
with other displaced humans and is able to establish a point of intersection with nature. 
Although Katya’s homelessness is not the same as that of the poverty-stricken community of 
Cape Town, her hybridity and liminal journey reflect a similar state of displacement.    
 
 2.3. “Stumbling, confused, blinking”: displacement of humans and nature 
 
In the bleak areas of the city in Nineveh, humans, animals, and plant species are displaced as a 
result of industrialisation. Wendy Woodward (2014: 225) observes that homelessness is a 
recurrent trope in the novel, where “both humans and animals lack spaces of belonging”. The 
brutal dismantling of the environment is evident in the park, where “one tall bluegum, pale-
skinned and statuesque” has been cut up and hauled away “like joints of meat”, a simile that 
emphasises the way in which nature is carelessly exploited as a resource (Rose-Innes 2011: 
26). Nature’s sentience, and the suffering that results from violence, is also evident in this 
metaphor. The personification of the blue gum is extended by the description of the tree as “an 
old-fashioned leaning beauty” before its annihilation, suggesting that it has had the glamour of 
an ageless actress.  
 
The blue gum tree was introduced relatively recently to South Africa, having been imported 
about 200 years ago, and its death in the novel, characteristic in this instance of the postmodern 
era, relates to what Jameson (1991: 49) describes in The Culture of Late Capitalism as the 
“waning or extinction of the hundred-year-old modern movement”. As capitalists introduce 
new plants that they believe will appeal aesthetically to consumers, the blue gum is replaced 
with vegetation like the arguably even more inauthentic, exotic palms flanking the road to the 
estate of Nineveh. Similarly, the park’s “human dwellers” have been displaced, leaving them 
“stumbling, confused, blinking, like old soldiers led at gunpoint from caves” (Rose-Innes 2011: 
 
44 
 
26) – victims of the ancient, primordial excavating machines. Rose-Innes, using post-
apocalyptic imagery, repeatedly likens the casualties of the Anthropocene to defeated soldiers 
and armies, depicting them as “the unloved” (16) – defenceless, yet ultimately united against 
the threats that they face.  
 
Nineveh portrays subjugated humans and nonhumans as coexisting in a state of entanglement 
in a city that has been overrun by commercialism. Sarah Nuttall (2009: 1) defines entanglement 
as the “condition of being twisted together or entwined, involved with; it speaks of an intimacy 
gained, even if it was resisted, or ignored or uninvited”. Like Rose-Innes, Nuttall’s focus is on 
post-apartheid South Africa and, as she explains on the website of The Johannesburg Workshop 
in Theory and Criticism, she prefers to move away from conversations about separation, rather 
focusing on the “overlap, mixture, intimacy” and “crossing-over” between cultural groups, 
which enable “moments of mutuality from which we can begin to build something” (Nuttall 
2010). Accordingly, the homeless “dazed survivors” (Rose-Innes 2011: 29) in Katya’s suburb 
find themselves drawn together by their marginalised status into a social relationship that is 
“complicated” and “ensnaring” as they are “thrown together by social conditions” (Nuttall 
2009: 1). The group from the park is led by Derek, one of the earliest and most permanent 
vagrants in the area, and it includes a “tall blind man”, a woman with “bloodshot eyes and 
ravenous panhandling”, a couple with a “disappearing/reappearing baby”, and “dreadlocked 
Mzi, the shouter” (Rose-Innes 2011: 29). Derek, whose head and limbs are always 
“asymmetrically swathed in patterned rags”, resembles a casualty of war, and the imagery used 
to describe him adds to the apocalyptic associations of the novel. Derek leaves gifts for Katya 
in the form of “intricate small sculptures made from toothpicks and cigarette boxes” (30), 
which form part of the litter that has been carelessly tossed away and will eventually 
accumulate in the layers of the Earth, adding to an already devastated landscape. The group of 
homeless people is forced to live in close proximity to Katya, in the alley next to her apartment 
and she can hear their “noises coming through the wall – indistinct but booming and sonorous” 
(29). Despite their diverse backgrounds, they share a sense of community, and what Nuttall 
(2009: 1) terms “difference and sameness”. Although Katya has “never really tried to speak” 
to Derek and his friends, and “never given them more than an empty Coke bottle to return for 
deposit”, she senses that their lives are “scratchy, they scrabble like twigs against her window” 
(Rose-Innes 2011: 30), creating what Nuttall (2009: 1) calls “a human foldedness”, and they 
are thus entangled in some way, as if they have roots that are enmeshed. Rose-Innes’s use of 
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ecological imagery to compare humans to trees further underscores the entanglement of those 
who have been evicted and displaced. 
 
By recognising Derek and his gang’s humanity and acknowledging that they deserve respect, 
Katya engages in what Fincher and Iveson (2015: 23) describe as “a kind of conviviality with 
strange others”, which is marked by the “purposeful sharing of activities” by those “who may 
not necessarily be known to each other”, and which they advocate as “a vital resource for efforts 
to construct better futures”. Nineveh is therefore a fiction that aligns with Nuttall’s assertion 
that literature should “draw into our analyses critical attention to those sites and spaces in which 
what was once thought of as separate – identities, spaces, histories – come together or find 
points of intersection in unexpected ways” (Nuttall 2009: 20). Katya’s entanglement with 
Derek and his gang is extended when she interacts with the insects that she rehomes, and the 
beetles that defend the estate of Nineveh. As I will discuss, the liminal space that she enters 
becomes an unexpected point of intersection between human and animal that contributes to her 
liminal journey and knowledge of the nonhuman.    
 
2.4. “Clearly, a boss”: Martin Brand and capitalism 
 
In Nineveh, nature is threatened by a prevalent capitalist culture, represented by Martin Brand, 
the property developer of Nineveh. The novel repeatedly invokes imagery of power and wealth 
to describe Brand, and Katya’s initial impression of him is of a “rich man, powerful, older”, 
and “clearly, a boss” (Rose-Innes 2011: 15). She first meets Brand in his garden as he sits on 
“a throne-like wrought-iron bench with armrests in the shape of dragons’ heads”. His legs are 
“thrust out in front of him and a tendril of ivy tickles his brow” (14). He has the “face of a 
Roman emperor, past his prime and in his cups” (15). Katya’s view of Brand, incorporating the 
ivy that surrounds him in his drunkenness, evokes the image of Bacchus, the Roman god of 
agriculture, wine, and fertility. Thus Brand is depicted as powerful, decadent, and accustomed 
to dominating women. He is simultaneously charming and menacing, and “his layers are 
shifting: filming and folding”, revealing “something hard and clear” (16), a description 
recalling the nictitating membrane that closes horizontally across the reptilian eyeball. Rose-
Innes indicates with this imagery that, despite his attempt to prove otherwise, Brand is linked 
to primal nature, perhaps even in his ‘lizard-brain’ mentality, which would seek power over 
nature while revealing his basis within it. The interaction between Katya and Brand is also 
aligned to that between nature and humankind by virtue of their names. The surname ‘Grubbs’ 
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strongly suggests the defenceless larva of an insect, while ‘Brand’ evokes the idea of burning 
an identifying mark on livestock, or even on slaves. The term is also redolent of advertising 
and commercialism and links to the way in which Brand forcefully imposes his company’s 
vision as he constructs Nineveh. Katya reflects on how the “blunt sound of the word [Brand] 
holds a secret conflagration” (32), indicating how she views Brand as someone who is capable 
of unchecked destruction and violence.  
 
Brand’s inflexible vision for the estate of Nineveh – a vision that excludes the indigenous fauna 
and flora of the region – is to produce a sprawling, modern luxury resort that will appeal to 
consumers and generate profit, and that will satisfy postmodern desire, which Jameson (1991: 
23) describes as the need to integrate “aesthetic production” into “commodity production”. On 
the Nineveh estate, Brand later outlines his impractical vision for the estate as a “parking” lot 
and a “shopping centre”, using “extravagant language” and speaking of the plans for 
“established” and “lush” greenery in an environment where indigenous plants are normally 
deciduous (Rose-Innes 2011: 84). Authentic nature is being supplanted by the architecture and 
plants that Brand believes are aesthetically pleasing, and nature becomes a resource to be 
consumed and destroyed.  
 
Brand’s toxic commercial activities recall Fredric Jameson’s description of the postmodern age 
in Valences of the Dialectic (2009: 608), where he likens the effects of an economic system 
that is driven by the desire for profit and production to that of a dense spider’s web that “shuts 
down visibility on all sides even as it absorbs all the formerly natural elements in its habitat”. 
Jameson describes a dystopian world where predatory humans have eclipsed and depleted 
nature out of an overriding desire for profit, and society consequently responds in a number of 
ways to this depletion: “denial”; “pathological ecstasy”, in which the construction of the 
hyperreal compensates for the loss of nature; or “grinding terror”, involving the 
acknowledgement of devastation yet hopelessness regarding the possibility of correcting it 
(608). Describing Johannesburg, which he sees as a product of the simultaneous “construction 
and destruction of the built environment”, Martin Murray (2008: 2) notes a similar tension 
between the terror of the “dystopian nightmare” and the ecstasy of “the utopian dreamworld”. 
Brand’s vision to create a modern, luxurious estate in Nineveh, and the persuasive rhetoric that 
he uses as he describes it, represents the effort of the capitalist system to create a utopian 
dreamworld, whilst simultaneously destroying everything natural in its path. The capitalist 
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utopian dream is described by philosopher and historian Susan Buck-Morss (2000: 2) as an 
“immense material power that transformed the natural world, investing industrially produced 
objects and built environments with collective, political desire” in the hope of the “overcoming 
of scarcity for all”. Brand’s dream of an expanding estate that would enrich him is ostensibly 
utopian as he speaks of providing the “people in the informal settlements” with “better homes, 
roads” and “electricity” (Rose-Innes 2011: 85). Yet his utopian vision, regardless of his 
sincerity, is ultimately a failure, and his trustworthiness remains in question; even as he speaks 
to Katya, Nineveh is disintegrating from below. 
 
Brand’s behaviour typifies power in what Jason Moore, as described in the Introduction above, 
terms the Capitalocene epoch, thus named because the Anthropocene is an era that is shaped 
by the desire to accumulate endless capital. Brand devalues both nature and women as he 
reassigns them to what Moore (2017: 600) would describe as “the domain of the not-human 
(or not-quite-human)”. Val Plumwood (1993: 4) also links women and nature in the patriarchal, 
capitalist context because both are assumed to be “non-agent and non-subject”, and constitute 
the “‘environment’ or invisible background conditions against which the ‘foreground’ 
achievements of reason or culture … take place”. Through Katya’s interaction with Brand, 
Rose-Innes aligns Katya and nature by portraying their vulnerability and kinship. Ken Barris 
(2014: 67) describes Brand as “mechanistic, controlling, and marked by the will to dominate” 
and he asserts that Brand represents the “repressive masculine order embedded in the city”, 
whose desire is to control and subjugate women, who are “representative of nature in its 
uncontrollable aspect”. The patriarchal system of order is multifaceted and, as Plumwood 
(1993:5) asserts, the subjugator is “not a masculine identity pure and simple, but the multiple, 
complex cultural identity of the master formed in the context of class, race species and gender 
domination”. Gender dualism is not a primary focus of Nineveh’s vision, however. Brand’s 
assistant, Zintle, is “another solidly potent figure” with “extravagantly bow-shaped lips” (Rose-
Innes 2011: 36), and she appears to have been “sketched with a calligraphy pen and filled in 
with rich colour”. As she shows Katya the model of Nineveh, she resembles “a gorgeous 
giantess, reaching down from the clouds” (39), as if to wield similar power to Brand and to 
share his vision for the estate. The association of Zintle with extravagance and riches, and the 
clinical way that she views the estate, reinforce the fact that the novel does not perceive 
capitalism as a purely male enterprise. 
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Yet Nineveh depicts capitalism as a system of power that is informed by other such systems, 
such as the patriarchy that dominates women and nature. Len Grubbs served in the “SADF in 
his unimaginable youth” and his history as a soldier of the apartheid-era government links him 
to the history of white patriarchal power in South Africa (Rose-Innes 2011: 68). He is a 
“frightening” and “physically dangerous man” (77), whose negligence as a parent has left scars 
on Katya when his carelessness resulted in “cuts and scrapes and scars and badly set bones” 
(81). Her skin, branded by Len as he burned ticks off her, bears “the marks of her father’s 
inattentions forever, like paper keeps ink” (81). This phrasing suggests a subtle link to Brand 
as both men forcefully overpower women and nature, with Len literally branding his presence 
onto Katya’s skin. Len’s dominance over Katya is cruel, violent and heavy-handed, and he has 
always performed pest extermination in a similar manner. He has approached it as if it were 
guerrilla warfare, using “hand-to-hand combat” (20) to engage with unwanted insects and 
animals. Len, then, is ostensibly part of a social order where men hold primary power. It could 
be argued, however, that the novel highlights how capitalism and patriarchy are not mutually 
inclusive because Len resists and disrupts the orderly capitalist system. Len is viewed by Barris 
(2014: 68) as a “trickster”, and a character through which Rose-Innes “problematises the neat 
identification of maleness with order”. Len is a liminal figure himself, as he both dominates 
and yet supports nature, albeit for his own unscrupulous purposes. He exerts patriarchal power 
over Katya and her sister, and he becomes involved in nefarious commercial activity when he 
works closely with the squatters near Nineveh to remove and sell its fittings. The underground 
tunnel that Len uses to remove and sell “stripped-out ornaments and accoutrements of 
Nineveh” (Rose-Innes 2011: 164) becomes a portal for the beetles to stream into the estate and 
Len therefore upends Brand’s orderly system of capitalism, replacing it with his own 
mercenary disorder. His actions, however, are the catalyst for the chaos that overwhelms 
Nineveh. He therefore unwittingly becomes an ally of the army of insects and the elements of 
nature as they too resist Brand. It is thus impossible to categorise Len and this is also evident 
in Katya’s ambivalent feelings towards him.  
 
Katya is also conflicted about her relationship with Brand. Prior to her liminal journey and 
because of her lack of centredness and confidence, Katya is initially subject to the same degree 
of control and manipulation as the land on which Nineveh has been developed. As Brand 
describes his vision for the estate, “he holds his right hand out and shifts it a little to the left, a 
little to the right, tweaking and moulding space” as if to possess and control it (84). At the same 
 
49 
 
time, he touches her constantly on her “shoulder, knee, and once – it burns her cheek” (84). 
This sensation of being burned or, ‘branded’, recalls the burns that Len inflicted on Katya when 
he removed ticks and strongly suggests the exploitation and powerlessness that she experiences 
in a male-dominated society. Brand’s plans for the development of Nineveh are wide-ranging, 
and Katya is seduced and overpowered as she “wants to be touched the way he touches the 
landscape: tenderly, boldly, burnishing [and branding] her into something better than she 
actually is” (85). Katya and nature are united in these descriptions as Brand wields coercive 
power over them and curtails their independence. Ultimately, they are able to resist Brand 
because, as Elizabeth Grosz (2011: 98) has observed, “the acts that constitute oppression also 
form the conditions under which other kinds of inventions, other kinds of acts, become 
possible”. Environmentalist Catriona Sandilands (2014: 94) considers how humans and 
nonhuman species share an affinity as a result of “intersecting oppressions at the hands of the 
violences of the present socio-ecological moment”, and Katya and the natural environment 
perhaps share this affinity. As I will discuss in the next section, Katya’s affinity with nature 
extends to the point that she exhibits a particular kind of human ferality characteristic of Rose-
Innes’s protagonists and, as a result, the differentiation between human and nonhuman identity 
is blurred, enabling her to enter the liminal space.   
 
 2.5. “Small sojourners in a strange land”: The pre-liminal stage of the journey 
 
The pre-liminal stage of Katya’s journey is marked by her separation from social conditions 
and social structures, including the crumbling city space and shrinking green areas of the city, 
which are worsening her sense of discontent and restlessness. According to Victor Turner, there 
are several preconditions for the liminal journey, including a growing desire to separate from 
society, deindividuation, and self-isolation as the individual prepares for intense self-reflection. 
When Katya realises that there is no possibility of a stable and permanent home within the 
fragmented, pathological spaces of Cape Town, she is overcome with nostalgia, a “historical 
emotion”, that, according to literary critic Svetlana Boym, causes “a longing for that shrinking 
‘space of experience’ that no longer fits the new horizon of expectations” (2002: 10). Katya, 
who “never knew much about houses” as a child (Rose-Innes 2011: 30), and whose current, 
collapsing house does not offer her an inside, is drawn to Nineveh, with its promise of a “life 
of ease and luxury” (53). In his exploration of liminality in literature, Etienne Terblanche 
(2007: 157) proposes that the “initiate of a liminal stage must be radically uncertain about what 
goes on around him in this world, since opposite topsy-turvy conditions of being neither inside 
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nor outside prevail for the moment”. Katya is used to the “odd warp and split” in the walls of 
her old house but the new cracks, which seem to have “jagged all the way through the Earth 
from the demolition site across the road”, seem to “run through the whole house, bottom to 
top” (Rose-Innes 2011: 43), threatening her stability and disrupting her sense of what is inside 
and outside, so that she is prepared for the liminal journey.   
 
A pre-requisite for the liminal journey, according to Victor Turner (1966: vii), is that the initiate 
should be one of “those human beings” willing to create “liminal areas of space and time … 
which cannot be captured in the classificatory nets of their quotidian, routinized spheres of 
action”. The liminal journey is not possible for everybody and Katya has certain qualities that 
identify her as a liminal subject. She transcends the classificatory nets that define humans 
because, in contrast to other people, she has always shared a deep affinity with animals, and 
affords them consideration and respect. She cannot understand why anyone would “scorn the 
friendship of a gecko” or “resent a long-legged spider” (Rose-Innes 2011: 19). Katya’s attitude 
towards animals therefore sets her apart from society, and she is identifiable as a liminal 
subject. Unlike her father, who would use “traps and poison” to exterminate pests (20), Katya 
has a special “skill” and “niche” (19) that allows her to relocate unwanted animals and insects 
without harming them. Her interaction with animals is evident in the way that she “encourages” 
spiders and is “friendly to pigeons” (19). Barendse (2018: 70) points out that, generally, 
humans harbour a “fear of insects and other arthropods entering their home and a desire to 
exterminate these animals when they do”. Undoubtedly Brand’s wife and the “fastidious 
guests” at her function, who are “repelled” and “ashamed” of the pest problem in their garden 
(Rose-Innes 2011: 14), form part of this group. They represent the subset of society who, 
according to Turner, seeks to impose upon themselves “innumerable constraints and 
boundaries to keep chaos at bay, but often at the cost of failing to make discoveries and 
inventions” (Turner 1966: 7).  
 
Katya is able to look beyond constraints and boundaries, and her capacity to enter the liminal 
spaces of nature is made possible both by her ability to recognise these physical spaces, and by 
her connection with wild animals. She understands that creatures in the urban environment of 
Nineveh have been displaced and are “survivors, squatters and invaders” that are forced into 
“negotiating new truces with the humans among whom they live” (Rose-Innes 2011: 19). The 
borders that used to keep them in their natural habitat are tenuous and Katya views them as 
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“small sojourners in a strange land” (19). They inhabit strange spaces within the city that have 
what Katya refers to as an “in-between feel ... not a wild space, but not civilised, either” (34) 
and are what Clark (2015: 9) has described, in relation to the Anthropocene, as “innumerable 
possible hairline cracks in the familiar life-world”. One of these under-the-surface spaces is a 
parking garage in the city – a home to “resilient, dark-adapted” rats and pigeons. They coexist 
with cars that resemble “metallic shells so like the carapaces of giant beetles” (Rose-Innes 
2011: 34), an image that indicates the blurring of the boundary between technology and nature 
and is repeated, and inverted, in the later description of the beetles, where insects resemble 
machines.  
 
Initially Katya cannot accept the possibility of ambiguous spaces and her desire, as she 
relocates unwanted insects and animals, is to “put the wild back into the wild” and to keep “the 
tame tame” (19). In relation to this impulse, Graham (2014: 70) suggests that “Katya’s attitude 
toward her charges is a maternalism that frequently bleeds into an obsessive need for control 
and stability”, and that, like many South Africans living in the post-apartheid era, she harbours 
“anxieties over dissolution and contamination” (71). However, I propose instead that she views 
her pest relocation work as “a relatively gentle business, one concerned with rescue and 
cleansing” (Rose-Innes 2011: 20), and that her need to assist “the unloved [and] unlovely” 
stems from a love for wild animals. In addition to her physical proximity to wild animals, 
Katya’s emotional affinity with them approximates the relationship that many people have with 
domestic pets – a relationship that, according to Rebekah Fox (2006: 525) enables the pet to 
“occupy a liminal position on the boundaries between ‘human’ and ‘animal’” because they 
“conform to human expectations and values” (526). In her discussion of how post-humanism 
has become part of the lived reality of everyday life, Fox proposes that the conventional human-
animal relationship be re-evaluated by considering that “the absolute boundaries between 
humans and nonhumans, nature and society have been broken down and all beings are 
connected together in a series of overlapping ‘webs’ or ‘networks’ of activity”. Katya and the 
animals around her exist in a network where they must face the same daily struggles, and her 
philosophy is to “respect any creature that gets by in the city: ducking and diving, snatching at 
morsels, day by day negotiating new truces with the humans among whom they live” (Rose-
Innes 2011: 19).  
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Although Katya’s assignment is to remove an infestation of pests on the estate, she finds that 
once there, she is unexpectedly able to share liminal spaces with nature because she has the 
special qualities of a liminal subject, including human ferality. The entanglement that Nuttall 
identifies between people from different cultures therefore extends in the novel, where human 
and nonhuman animals are forced into close proximity, and exceptional cross-species 
entanglement occurs as part of a liminal journey that incorporates a change of state. Rose-Innes 
depicts human ferality, identified as a blurring of the differentiation between human and 
nonhuman identity, as a salient feature of the liminal subject. Katya’s ferality is one of the 
attributes that defines her as a liminal subject who dwells in the borderline space between 
human and nonhuman, and that gives her a special capacity to engage with animals in a way 
that affords them equal rank with humans. Katya’s rapport with animals is amplified to the 
extent that she exhibits their physical and cognitive characteristics. In her reading of Nineveh, 
Woodward (2014: 220) considers how Rose-Innes “has her protagonist turn feral as city space 
is redefined in relation to homelessness and ecologically destructive urban development”. 
According to Woodward, human ferality is triggered by the dystopic spaces of the city but I 
argue that Katya has always been innately feral and that these qualities facilitate her liminal 
journey. Katya is nicknamed “Katyapillar” by her father, and her family has the appearance of 
“monkey-folk” – “well muscled, with short legs and disproportionately long arms” and “snub, 
monkeyish faces” (Rose-Innes 2011:21). They have a distinctive animal smell, that “comes 
from living on the road, from working with animals and chemicals” (48) and that no amount 
of scrubbing, “expensive scent, body spray” or “deodorant” can conceal (49). Katya’s thought 
processes also convey ferality, and as she contemplates escaping from a potential intruder, in 
the Nineveh estate, she imagines how she would, in animal-like fashion, “slither out from under 
the covers, crawl through rooms, feeling her way by touch” across the floor and “scuttle” to 
safety (112). When threatened, her reaction to danger is to scurry away as an insect would, and 
she aligns herself with animals in their fight to reclaim the estate.  
 
The Grubbs family’s surname strongly suggests a shared ferality, and through the use of 
metaphors that compare the Grubbs children to insects, the novel portrays how the children 
have the closest affinity to animals. Katya’s niece and nephew exude unspoiled youthfulness 
and “frank and innocent light” (137) as they play in her sister Alma’s garden. They “look like 
pretty insects” and “little garden helpers”, and she observes how, like “tight grubs”, their 
“mandibles” move as they chew. The sound of their eating is punctuated with “snaps, rasps and 
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crunches” (141). Toby, Katya’s nephew, has similar attributes with his “giant eyes and 
triangular chin, mantis-like”. They enjoy salad, which stands in stark contrast to the bully beef, 
the “food of the underworld”, and seemingly of predatory humans, given to Katya in the estate 
of Nineveh. Thus Rose-Innes highlights the difference between the depravity that Katya 
associates with Brand’s estate and the wholesomeness of Alma’s home. Here, children and 
nonhuman animals share an innocence and purity that is foreign to the system of society 
represented by Brand.  
 
The aspects of ferality that the children share with Katya link to the observation that young 
children often appear to experience an affinity with animals, which often forms a part of their 
lived reality. Recent conversations in urban political ecology centre on children in urban 
landscapes and point towards a new understanding of the relationship between children, nature, 
and the city. Shillington and Murnaghan (2017: 1017) observe how such studies associate 
children in the city with nature and focus on their apparent “wildness”. The presence of children 
reminds adults of their own “loss of childhood and wilderness” and makes them aware of “the 
decline of modern urban life”. Children and nature share a similar vulnerability and threat from 
systems of power, and there is a sense that once they are damaged, something delicate is 
irreversibly lost. Shillington and Murnaghan propose that children deserve “their spaces in 
urban political ecology” and that one of the solutions is to disrupt “the human/nonhuman 
categories” (1018), removing children and nature “from a binary model of being”. By assigning 
children insect-like characteristics and portraying them as virtually alien to adults, Rose-Innes 
blurs the lines between human and nonhuman, thus giving both agency within urban ecology. 
Although she is an adult, Katya retains the physical, animalistic characteristics of her niece and 
nephews, which set her apart. Childhood is associated with many rites of passage that signify 
liminal phases in development and it is therefore significant that the novel considers Katya’s 
niece and nephew. Van Gennep (1960: 59) includes among the rites of passage of childhood, 
“departure from childhood”, which involves crossing “a boundary between two stages in life, 
so that … a person leaves the world of childhood and enters that of adolescence” (60). Katya 
too is poised on the brink of a rite of passage, which denotes her as a liminal subject and part 
of a marginal group.     
 
Marginalised groups are frequently associated with uniforms in Nineveh, an image 
foregrounding the diminishment of their individuality within capitalist, contemporary society. 
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The lobby-man at Brand Properties thus wears a “cinnamon uniform” (Rose-Innes 2011: 35); 
security guards at Nineveh, “dark-blue” (62); and Katya’s ‘Painless Pest Relocations’ uniform 
comprises latex gloves, which are “part of the uniform, along with the steel-toed boots and 
lurid overalls” (10). I argue, moreover, that the novel experiments with the word ‘uniform’ in 
its depiction of Katya’s liminal journey. The typical liminal subject, according to Turner (1969: 
359), must efface any individuality and display a “uniform condition” during the pre-liminal 
phase of the journey. Turner asserts that the liminal subject, as an outsider, should be “passive 
or humble” as they “are being reduced or ground down to a “uniform condition” before they 
are “fashioned anew” (359). I argue that, in its depiction of Katya’s liminal journey, Nineveh 
subverts this notion of submission and obedience as an essential part of the precursor to the 
liminal journey. Katya finds that “something changes in her” when she puts on her uniform 
and “she becomes cockier, more aggressive – if in the passive way of the servant” (Rose-Innes 
2011: 14). The paradox of being simultaneously a “passive” servant and “more aggressive” 
suggests that Katya’s wears her uniform in order to resist submission and compliance with the 
norms of her social group. Her uniform allows her to be “more stylised in her movements and 
her words: acting out the role of a working man” (14), and it signals an ambiguity, especially 
in relation to gender. Katya is therefore one of the “unorthodox characters” that Rose-Innes 
discusses in her interview with Riach, and the image of the uniform is a literary means of 
subverting “gendered social roles” (Riach 2018a: 6) thereby preparing Katya for her liminal 
transition.    
    
Katya’s uniform therefore subverts the usual understanding of the uniform as indicative of 
conformity and group mentality. The “poison-toad green, boomslang green” uniform, with its 
associations of marginal and abject animality, has a “magic” that protects her from what she 
perceives as threatening social encounters, and also signifies her association and alignment 
with authentic nature, separating her from “the pastel colours of lawn and flowers” in her 
clients’ gardens (Rose-Innes 2011: 10). Woodward (2014: 226) indeed asserts that Katya’s 
uniform positions her as “an embodiment of feral nature”, readying her for her entry into 
Nineveh.    
 
2.6. Nineveh: crossing the border 
 
Katya’s first entry into Nineveh marks her entry into a liminal space yet to be mapped and 
explored. Once her contract to rid the estate of its pests is finalised, she leaves for a 
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“reconnaissance trip” (Rose-Innes 2011: 47). The first indication that she is crossing a 
threshold into an unknown space, and experiencing a change of state, is when Zintle’s map of 
Nineveh, which is “like a jigsaw piece for a picture she’s never seen”, fails to direct her. It falls 
out of her frame of reference and its “loops and forks” do not “correspond to any place real” 
(51). Similarly, Katya’s conventional street map of Cape Town, which represents the familiar 
social structure that she is leaving, is blank where the estate is located, indicating that Nineveh 
is a territory beyond the categorisation that the map implies. The gate to Nineveh seems to 
Katya to demarcate the “edge of the map” (52), reinforcing the significance of the gate as a 
border in Katya’s liminal journey.  
 
The gate to Nineveh signifies a shift in the novel between its depiction of the reality of modern-
day Cape Town, and an estate that is associated with a state of inbetweenness. The title of the 
novel and name of the estate allude to ancient history and the biblical city of Nineveh, whose 
downfall, because of the sin of its inhabitants, was prophesied in the book of Nahum, a 
prophecy later fulfilled after the city’s attack by the Medes, Babylonians, and Susianians until 
it lay in ruins (Easton 2018: n.p.). Katya is already aware of the estate’s precarity because Zintle 
has explained how “all the copper wire was stolen, for one. Half the reclaimed area collapsed 
into a bloody swamp … this disaster, that disaster… everything got eaten by goggas” (Rose-
Innes 2011: 39). The displaced insects and animal life, as well as the people who were forced 
off the land, have made Nineveh uninhabitable by generating a “string of disasters” (39). The 
novel therefore incorporates an apocalyptic story into the narrative and suggests consternation 
about the future of both the estate, and of nature. In his discussion of the critically acclaimed, 
nihilistic film The Turin Horse, which focuses on a pair of farmers struggling in a post-
apocalyptic society, Franklin Ginn (2015: 353) suggests that “fantasies of apocalypse are both 
a product and a producer of the Anthropocene” as “the imaginary of crisis and potential 
collapse produces an ecology of fear, danger and uncertainty”. Nineveh is a literary 
representation of an environment in crisis and facing collapse, yet it is also a complex liminal 
space that combines unnatural architecture, and hidden, underground areas of activity and life.    
 
As a construction incongruous with its surroundings, Nineveh represents the commercial 
attempt to reproduce the ancient, once-flourishing Assyrian city of the same name. Its synthetic 
architectural style is typical of real-estate capitalism, which Murray (2008: 125) describes as 
an attempt to “provide facelifts to the physical environment” in order to “trade on romance and 
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nostalgia to construct historicist simulacra of what once was”. The street map that fails to 
represent its territory is essentially a map of a simulacrum and recalls Baudrillard’s assertion 
(2002: 166) that in an age where it is not possible to differentiate nature and artifice, it is no 
longer possible to view a map as a representation of a region. Barris (2014: 67) describes 
Nineveh as a “triumph of artifice” and the replacement of nature with artifice is evident in the 
way that the real “dark stretch of road with bush on either side” changes to an “implausibly 
long avenue” flanked by “high white walls” , “palm fronds: and “evenly spaced floodlights” 
(Rose-Innes 2011: 52). The avenue, white walls, and palms are out of place in the biome of the 
Western Cape and even more discordant are the ceramic statues of “hokum”, “grinning” lions 
next to the gates, which conjure up “some kind of Mesopotamian fantasy” (52). Nineveh could 
be a setting where, in the words of Baudrillard, “the concepts of ‘environment’ and ‘ambiance’ 
have undoubtedly become fashionable only since we have come to live in less proximity to 
other human beings [and animals], in their presence and discourse, and more under the silent 
gaze of deceptive and obedient objects which continually repeat the same discourse” 
(Baudrillard 1998: 29). The creators of Nineveh, then, would prefer to substitute “the signs of 
the real for the real itself” (Baudrillard 1994: 2), replacing the natural beauty of the area with 
landscaped gardens and pictures of lions. Katya, however, yearns for the real and feels 
compelled to pass beyond the sterility of the estate to the natural wetlands surrounding 
Nineveh. 
 
Rose-Innes depicts Nineveh as ostentatious and spacious, and the parallels with the biblical 
Nineveh are evident. In her linguistic analysis of the Biblical Hebrew of Jonah 3.5, Karolien 
Vermeulen observes how the biblical city of Nineveh was repeatedly associated with 
“grandeur” and was connected with “a theme of spatiality” (Vermeulen 2017: 235). Vermeulen 
also notes how the city was “presented as an elevated center”, emphasising its “greatness” and 
“implied power” (236). The estate of Nineveh represents the modern-day power of property 
developers. Through their attempt to reproduce what is effectively a simulacrum of the ancient 
city, they have destroyed and displaced the natural inhabitants that have occupied that space. 
Katya “wonders how much of the wetlands they had to drain, how many thousands of vertebrate 
and invertebrate souls were displaced or destroyed” to make Nineveh (Rose-Innes 2011: 62). 
The beauty of the physical environment on the perimeter of Nineveh indicates how the entire 
area once looked, with its “mass of green and silver: low bushes and stretches of pale grass, 
threaded and parched with water” (62). The property developers have replaced indigenous 
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nature and wildlife with “strange scenery” that comprises unvarying objects of consumption 
and affluence. There is “something odd about the strange sterility” (64) of the estate and Katya 
observes how there is no “organic life” other than “a couple of milkwood trees”, the security 
guards, and their dog, significantly named ‘Soldier’, that will later change his alliances and 
become Katya’s companion, joining nature’s army in its war against Brand properties (61).   
 
 2.7. “Swamp”: the neglected margins of Nineveh 
 
Although Nineveh appears to be a luxurious, landscaped, and virtually deserted property 
development, its boundary walls barely delimit a liminal area wherein Katya is able to connect 
with wildlife. Nature, “a profuse and teeming wilderness” (118), still thrives outside the walls 
of the estate and beneath the foundations. As a liminal person who is isolated from “a given 
group or society” (Van Gennep 1960: 260), Katya, when leaving the estate, crosses the barriers 
intended to shut out anything wild. According to Barris (2014: 60), she is a flaneuse: a 
“walking/observing figure” situated at the border at which the “artificial world of high capitalist 
civilization reaches its edges”, and “the natural world, be it unkempt or barbered, makes its 
presence felt”. The boundary walls of Nineveh resist the efforts of nature that are “pushing to 
enter”, and Katya responds to nature’s signs as she invites “every crawling, scuttling creature 
out there to “come in, infest, invade” (Rose-Innes 2011: 62). A pedestrian gate on the outside 
of the perimeter wall of the estate leads to a “L-shaped” boardwalk, that runs “parallel to the 
wall”, and then strikes out “into the wetlands” (72). The boardwalk’s deliberate design signifies 
that it is a border or threshold that attempts to separate nature from the estate. Despite the 
warning of the security guards that “it’s dirty” and “full of mud”, Katya opens the gate and 
immediately senses “a physical change in the atmosphere, as if she’s stepped into richer air” 
(72). In the style of the liminal subject, who must cross a delimited piece of Earth as part of 
their territorial passage (Van Gennep 1960: 15), Katya has to jump into deep brown mud, the 
delimited border between the estate and the wetlands, and here she experiences panic as she 
“feels hands of clay around her ankles, pulling her down” (Rose-Innes 2011: 73). The wetlands 
lie past this threshold, “extravagantly beautiful and full of life, brimming with pools of amber 
water that flash where the sun hits them” (73). Katya experiences euphoria, finding herself 
“physically and magico-realistically in a special situation for a certain length of time” as she 
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“wavers between two worlds” (van Gennep 1960: 18).5 Anna Tsing (2012: 44) contends that 
“human nature is an interspecies relationship” in an environment where “species on both sides 
of the line – including humans – live in complex relations of dependency and interdependence”. 
In the interstice on the border of Nineveh, Katya’s awareness of the wildlife around her is 
intensely heightened and she senses the “entangled” web encompassing the human and 
nonhuman as she positions herself with nature.   
 
Nineveh the estate has displaced not only the nonhuman but also the human, as is evident from 
the informal settlements adjacent to it. Those banished from their natural habitats represent 
what Tsing (2012: 151) would term “biological and social diversity” as they “huddle 
defensively in [the] neglected margins” around Nineveh. An alternative route to the estate leads 
past “homes built of tin and wood and scavenged scrap”, much of which is “quite possibly 
liberated from Nineveh”, past “the urban bush: utilised, compromised” (Rose-Innes 2011: 107). 
It ends in a tunnel that lies underneath Nineveh’s foundations, an alternative space under the 
man-made buildings, which serves as an exit-point for the fittings and fixtures that are being 
removed from the estate. Barris (2014: 67) views the plundering of the estate as a form of 
resistance by the subjected “crowds, the lower classes and more recently racial and ethnic 
minorities”. He proposes that as Nineveh is relieved of “its synthetic opulence” and the 
“quotient of order” is removed, power is subtracted from the “‘order’ side of the binary, and is 
added “to the “disorder’ side” (67). This discussion is reminiscent of Massey’s assertion that 
“space is not static”, and that it has “both an element of order and an element of chaos” (Massey 
1992: 80). The space of Nineveh shifts as “social activities” modify it and eventually overturn 
its “orderly” construction.  
 
2.8. “Knight at arms”: the fall of Nineveh 
 
The novel, in speculative fashion, portrays the beetle as a unique composite of insect, machine, 
and human, and as a trope for the consequences of the collision between the environment and 
the city. The first signs of dissonance in Nineveh are signalled by strange noises in the building 
– an “unnatural and ominous” clicking (Rose-Innes 2011: 91), and a “tentative scratching” 
(111), and they escalate when Katya realises that her father has been living undetected in one 
 
5 Van Gennep’s diction evokes magical realism as it eliminates the hierarchy between the conventional binary 
opposition of the human and natural world. It challenges realistic conventions and opens the possibility of a 
liminal space where human and nonhuman animals can connect. 
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of the units as he plunders the estate and breeds beetles to render it uninhabitable. Katya senses 
that some force is “listening, purposeful, on the edge of some great metamorphosis”, and the 
mud around her comes “alive”, as it “whispers and it clicks”. The estate itself is 
metamorphosing,6 flexing “in a complex new rhythm” (173) as it takes on the life of the insects 
simultaneously swarming through it.  
 
In a description providing this dissertation with its title, there is a defining moment in Nineveh, 
a “change of state – as if the air is charged differently, or has crystallised” (172), when nature 
unites in anticipation of the great battle to reclaim its space. Up to this point, the beetles have 
remained hidden and defied classification. In this respect, they are like Sekhmet in Green Lion: 
elusively imagined, and their elusiveness perhaps suggests the distinction between the human 
and the animal with which Rose-Innes continuously plays. Notably, the distance between 
animal and liminal subject is reduced when the human achieves what Turner (196: 87) 
describes as a “centering of attention on a limited stimulus field”, and at this point both Katya 
and Con are acutely aware of the animal. After the seasonal winter rain starts to fall, Nineveh 
comes under attack from swarms of beetles that embark on a “long march” from under the 
foundations, reassembled into “some huge multifaceted organism, feeling its way, finding its 
passage” (Rose-Innes 2011: 174) as they “crawl ever onwards into Nineveh” (193). As Katya 
inspects one of the beetles, it “waves its jointed feelers wildly in her direction, semaphoring 
something: insectoid exuberance, the joy of the swarm. Or desperate warning. Or mad 
lasciviousness” (173). The beetles’ exuberance and joy recall the early conga dance of the 
caterpillars in Brand’s garden, suggesting the swarm’s harmony as it goes into battle. The 
action of “semaphoring” is suggestive of an army communicating in code, and the beetles also 
generate a “secretive white noise” (177), which is usually generated by technology in order to 
drown out and obscure background sound. The beetles communicate in a code that is alien to 
man, indicating their otherness. Up close, the beetles are “beautifully wrought” and seem to be 
“hammered out of some rare metal, chased and moulded”. Katya, observing one of them, 
marvels at the “knight at arms, tiny samurai” in “its suit of armour” (179) and the image of the 
beetle suggests a hybrid between organic life-forms and technology. This hybrid animal-
machine, that would resist attempts to destroy its habitat, recalls Donna Haraway’s cyborg – a 
feature of contemporary science fiction – as “a hybrid of machine and organism” that is “a 
 
6 The term ‘metamorphosis’, an implicit reference to Franz Kafka’s novella, The Metamorphosis, in which the 
protagonist turns into an insect, reinforces the theme of hybridity in Nineveh. 
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creature of social reality as well as a creature of fiction” (Haraway 1991: 291). The alliance 
between organism and machine, according to Haraway, is part of a border war of the struggle 
against “Western science and politics – the tradition of racist male-dominant capitalism; the 
tradition of progress; the tradition of the appropriation of nature as a resource for the 
productions of culture”. According to Haraway, “we are all cyborgs” in a technological world, 
and the “confusion of boundaries” is necessary for “organic wholeness through a final 
appropriation of all the powers of the parts into a higher unity” (Haraway 1991: 292). In 
Nineveh, hybridity, a feature of the feral human liminal subject as well as the beetle, denotes 
increased strength and resistance as the company Brand Properties and the system that it 
represents collapse.  
 
It becomes evident that Nineveh’s defeat by displaced humans and nonhumans is inevitable. In 
her interview with Gail Fincham, Rose-Innes discusses how the epigraph in Nineveh, which 
describes the “rejoicing city that dwelt carelessly” and “became a desolation” (Rose-Innes 
2011: 8), refers to “some of the very oldest cities, Nineveh and Ur”. The novel intentionally 
draws parallels between the “rise and fall of the grand housing estate in the novel” and the 
“ancient, endlessly repeating cycle of human construction and destruction” (Fincham 2018: 
89). The estate of Nineveh’s destruction in the novel therefore evokes the fall of the biblical 
city of the same name. In her analysis of the biblical language used to describe the destruction 
of the ancient city of Nineveh, Vermeulen (2017: 238) describes how “the spatial picture of the 
biblical city of Nineveh changes radically” as the city “moves to the background”. She 
documents how “downward movements occur” (238). The estate of Nineveh’s mirroring 
downward shift is evident in the way that Unit One, which Len has stripped of its foundations 
and fittings, resembles a “middle world, lying beneath the clean light and sumptuousness of 
Unit Two” (Rose-Innes 2011: 164). Only a thin layer of “spongy” floorboards separates it from 
“the crawl space under the building”. Brand has absolute confidence in the solidity of the 
constructions and in the “fixed nature of things, in walls and floors” (Rose-Innes 2011: 188). 
Ironically, however, none of the structures in Nineveh are solid or fixed, and nature is 
constantly fluid, liminal and encroaching, thus undermining Brand’s unyielding perspective. 
Brand is unable to see “past the evidence of the concrete world” and unable to appreciate the 
fluidity of the “strange depths” beneath the floors (188). However, the “in-between places” that 
enclose the building resemble a trench from which nature can launch an offensive against him 
(188).  
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Brand’s defeat is a re-enactment of the fall of the king of Nineveh. Vermeulen (2017: 238) 
highlights how, in the book of Jonah, “the king sits himself down in the dust”, and “the people 
and king avert the impending destruction by means of lowering themselves, literally and 
figuratively”. In Nineveh, the rain-soaked and weakened floorboards give way beneath Brand, 
who is “much too weighty for the flimsy foundations of Nineveh” (Rose-Innes 2011: 190), and 
his fall is both literal and figurative. Barris (2014: 68) views the building’s collapse as a 
metaphor for the disintegration of Brand’s cognitive world: “the world of solid assumptions 
and male-defined boundaries”, and “it is the chaotic world of nature which swallows him up”. 
The organised lines of beetles moving in with military precision, however, and communicating 
with “semaphoring” feelers, attests to the fact that nature is not “chaotic” – even if it is Len’s 
chaotic desire for money and revenge that has set it in motion – and that it has acted with 
purpose and intent against the system that Brand represents (Rose-Innes 2011: 173). Overcome 
with “horror” (190), and unable to speak or move, Brand resembles a terrified animal, and as 
Katya stands next to him, they are both “two animal bodies, seeking warmth” (192). In an 
inversion of roles, Brand becomes the unwanted pest, and nature the master, and his rescuer 
and relocator is Katya. She leads him below the foundations and through the “witching zone” 
(of Nineveh), and back into the “regular topography” of “normal time and space and gravity” 
(194), ending her liminal journey. As a final retort, nature sends a warrior: an audacious tick 
the “size of a lentil ...sinks its mandibles” into the flesh of Brand’s forearm. This action signals 
yet another shift or ‘change of state’ in the novel’s envisioning of Katya’s former marginality 
and Brand’s former supremacy. Katya was once ‘branded’ and scarred when Len burned the 
ticks off her arm, and now, in an inversion of their roles, nature becomes the dominator.    
 
The ancient prophecy of Nineveh is again fulfilled as nature overturns and reclaims the estate. 
Rose-Innes evokes strong biblical references as Katya envisages herself “running through the 
maze of a ruined city”, which has been “emptied out by plague” and is “sheathed in mud” 
(185). The building has become a blend of artificial and organic material, and the curtains are 
now “a fabric far finer and more rare, the thousand upon thousand [of] twitching bodies of 
beetles, jewelled, swarming, flicking their wings, coating the room like crystals of amethyst 
inside a geode” (186). The walls are comprised of “a hundred thousand compound eyes” (187). 
Thus the synthetic, gaudy fittings and plants that characterised Nineveh have been replaced by 
beautiful and priceless interior decorations – of nature. According to Barris (2017: 66), when 
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structures that have been built by industrialists are “disordered, broken down or rearranged”, 
“power experienced at different levels of signification will be released”. At the estate’s 
neglected margins, the “substance of Nineveh unravels, the swamp winds it up like yarn into a 
ball. Knitting new patterns, weaving Nineveh into the shacks and the city beyond” (Rose-Innes 
2011: 193). Space is reordered and borders breached as the natural order and ownership of the 
estate is restored. As Katya emerges from the crumbling estate, she feels as if she has “re-
entered normal time and space and gravity, deposited on the shores of an ordinary planet” 
(193). Her ‘rite of separation’, which is typically a “prolonged, kind of marginal state” and “an 
interval of social timelessness” (Leach 1976: 77), ends at this point. 
 
In what seems to be a form of symbolic rebirth, Katya leaves the estate by walking under the 
building’s foundations, and by wading through murky water until she stands on solid ground. 
According to Leach, the “death and rebirth symbolism is appropriate to all rites of transition” 
(79). Katya returns to “normal society” and to a “new role”. She feels “transformed, like 
something that’s lain under the Earth through a long damp season, waiting to emerge” (Rose-
Innes 2011: 195). Her van becomes her home, Soldier the dog, her sole companion, and she 
“doesn’t need to fill up more space than this”. She realizes that “people like her and Len … 
don’t have homes, they don’t really fit in” (206). In Cape Town – a City Imagined, Rose-Innes 
discusses the strange places where people make homes in the city, and perhaps she is describing 
the liminal subject when she observes how “perhaps they have visions, tortured or brilliant, 
that can only be realised in isolation”. Katya is certainly one of Rose-Innes’s “eccentric, 
creative, perhaps disturbed souls” who tend to live in isolation from others (Rose-Innes 2006; 
753) and she is one of those who “make homes in unlikely places – where there should be no 
homes, where nobody is supposed to live. Eccentric, isolated constructions on the urban 
fringes, with no official permission asked or granted”. Confirming Barris’s argument, Katya’s 
rite of passage results in her continuing to play the role of the flaneuse, as she remains on the 
margins of urban society.  
 
2.9. Return: the reclamation of Nineveh 
 
After the battle against the capitalist real estate system, the people who belong in Nineveh 
reclaim the estate and it becomes home to a poor but vibrant community. When Katya visits 
the former estate, she notes how it has lost its pristine appearance. The walls are blackened and 
cracked, razor wire surrounds the building, and the apartments are “clearly lived in” (Rose-
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Innes 2011: 200). In response to the loss of natural space, it is important, according to Ed Soja 
(2010: 275), to “write the city”, and to make “sense of globalization and other complexities of 
the contemporary world.” Soja uses the word ‘synoikismos’ to describe “the coming together 
or growing together – the wedding if you will – of proximate communities, neighbourhoods, 
villages, towns into a single urban political unit, an urban polity”. The “synoikismos” that 
existed between Katya and Derek’s gang is evident also in the vibrant and resilient community 
that returns to their land on the estate. Hollis (2013: 24) describes any big city as “an organism” 
that “has its own special powers”. It is never static and “as separate parts start to interact, 
integrate, correspond and converse, new hybrid spaces are invented, places change shape and 
characteristics”. This transformation is portrayed in the novel in the way in which a community 
that has been displaced rediscovers its place, modifying it to fit their needs so that “with just a 
little pressure of water, time and human need”, a new Nineveh is created where people can 
“stand squarely” and be “sure of [their] footing” (Rose-Innes 2011: 200). In contrast to the 
relocated caterpillars that dropped helplessly off the trees at the beginning of the novel, this 
community is grounded and secure.   
 
Rose-Innes presents a dystopian world in which the effects of unchecked capitalism are almost 
catastrophic. Yet Nineveh illustrates the power and agency of nature and its ability to defeat 
the “grandiose and doomed” projects of capitalism (Rose-Innes 2011: 206), thereby fitting into 
the category of what Tom Moylan (2000: xiii) has classified as those progressively inclined 
texts that “explore positive utopian possibilities by way of their negative engagement with their 
brave new worlds”. The depicted resistance of the natural elements and insects implies an 
ultimate sense of hope and Nineveh therefore encourages an optimistic reading of the 
apocalypse. As Ginn asserts, “since the late 1990s the burgeoning field of ecocriticism has been 
analyzing the potential of environmental film and literature, including apocalyptic visions, for 
consciousness raising that might inculcate a sense of planetary care” (Ginn 2015: 353). Nineveh 
conveys this ecocritical approach, demonstrating the resilience of life and the capacity of 
species to adapt and to slow down the threatening, money-driven, human-centred rate of 
environmental change. 
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CHAPTER 2. Green Lion 
 
3.1. Introduction 
 
In her fourth novel, Green Lion (2015), Rose-Innes redoubles her emphasis, extended from 
Nineveh, on nature’s precarity in a commercialism-driven city. The novel depicts Cape Town’s 
Table Mountain as a fragile ecology under threat from species loss, climate change, and habitat 
destruction. As with Nineveh, Green Lion focuses on how, in the Anthropocene epoch, 
destructive human activities such as property development and hunting have emptied the city’s 
peri-urban areas of wildlife, to the extent that Sekhmet is the last surviving black-maned lioness 
in the world. In his discussion of speculative fiction in Archaeologies of the Future, Fredric 
Jameson (2005: 67) asserts that this type of fiction presents a “vision of an immense historical 
degradation and the end of the old world, the old society and the old ways”. Here, I argue that 
Green Lion presents a similar vision by giving prominence to the irrecoverable loss of animal 
species. I describe how the motif of the black-maned lion recurs in the novel, not only in 
relation to Sekhmet, but also through references to legends, alchemical symbols, taxidermied 
animals, and old photographs. These human-made signifiers insistently recall the virtually 
extinct animal but cannot compensate for its physical absence. In response to this 
overwhelming loss, Green Lion turns its attention to what remains in nature, depicting what 
Jameson identifies as an “imaginary regression to the past and to older pre-rational forms of 
thought” (64). The novel thus foregrounds the ecocritical concept of age-old interconnections 
between human and nonhuman life through its depiction of the unusual dream-like relationship 
between the protagonist, Con Marais, and Sekhmet. This relationship is transformative and in 
this chapter, I elucidate the change of state that it elicits in Con.    
 
Drawing on my observations of Katya’s liminal journey in Nineveh, I explore Con’s human 
ferality and the role that it plays in his liminal journey, which is central to the novel. As the 
novel’s title suggests, alchemy is instrumental in this journey, and Sekhmet functions as a type 
of alchemical green lion, leading Con through a series of transformations that mark the phases 
of the journey. The novel presents a uniquely South African speculative perspective in its 
incorporation of San folklore, when it portrays Con as a modern-day kukummi or indigenous 
shaman who is able to connect with the lioness on a deep spiritual level. Here, I draw parallels 
between Con’s experience and the stories and legends of the San bushmen, who were hunter 
gatherers and lived in close harmony with nature. I conclude by examining how, like Nineveh, 
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Green Lion confirms that human clarity of vision is necessary for ecological awareness and the 
promotion of environmental justice. In Green Lion, the innovative environmental centre that 
Con helps to conceptualise and create at the end of the novel offers the hope that wild animals 
will no longer be seen as commodities to be destroyed and exploited.  
    
As a speculative novel, Green Lion presents Table Mountain as having been completely fenced 
off for the creation of areas that are only accessible to privileged people with financial means. 
The Parks Board has reserved a section of the mountain around the cable-car station for tourists, 
and, as the Board extends the fence, the higher slopes are cut off.7 Located on the mountain 
slopes is the Lion House sanctuary, which houses Sekhmet. Con Marais, like Katya Grubbs, is 
a “threshold person” who exists uneasily in the city’s fragmented spaces. He has experienced 
profound loss over the course of his life. His father, Constantine, left when he was a child; 
Elizabeth Carolissen, the much-loved younger sister of his friend Mark, went missing during a 
family holiday on the mountain to which Con was invited; and his mother, Lorraine, died after 
he returned from England. He has drifted from job to job and is living with his lover Elyse, an 
aspiring actress. Con’s childhood friend, Mark Carolissen, is a lion keeper at the Lion House 
and takes care of Dmitri and Sekhmet. After Mark is savagely mauled and Dmitri is euthanised, 
Con takes his place, and he looks after and is increasingly fascinated by Sekhmet. Despite his 
relationship with Elyse, Con has a brief but momentous affair with a woman called Mossie, a 
member of the animal activist “Green Lion” group. Interestingly, his feral intimacy with her is 
associated with short periods when he can see and sense Sekhmet most clearly. The novel 
therefore links sexuality and animality, emphasising an animal, instinctual element of human 
experience, and it therefore often emphasises Con’s sexual experience as intensifying his 
understanding of the lioness. The erotic opens up a space of liminality for Con, during which 
he is most in touch with his physicality and animality, thus bringing him closer to Sekhmet. 
Although Mossie manipulates Con to gain access to Sekhmet in order to free her, the lioness is 
consistently represented as elusive and transient, inhabiting the cage’s shadows, avoiding 
human contact, and representing a part of nature that will inevitably be lost. For the most part, 
the novel refuses to portray Sekhmet clearly, and the imagery used to describe her emphasises 
 
7 In reality, the Table Mountain National Park is an open access system with only four pay point destinations. 
The novel portrays the Park as inaccessible in order to foreground the effects of commercialism on the 
environment.  
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her elusiveness, making her a kind of absent presence in the novel.8 In Nineveh, Katya’s 
relationship with the beetles is similarly ethereal and their appearance in the novel is deferred 
and delayed until she is well into her liminal journey. The climactic moment in both novels, 
then, is at the point when the protagonists encounter with the animal triggers a shift in the 
balance of power between human and nature, with the latter gaining ascendancy. Like Katya, 
who explores every facet of the estate of Nineveh to find the beetles, Con climbs Table 
Mountain in search of the lioness, taking a journey that I identify as a significant moment of 
liminality. Although he cannot find her, he attains a self-sufficiency and clarity of vision that 
enable him to accept and reconcile himself to a future where the lioness no longer exists, except 
as a memory. Paradoxically it is after the lioness is released from captivity, and has vanished 
altogether, that the community becomes most aware of her presence: she becomes the subject 
of legends, part of a human system of signifiers, the proliferation of which only serves to 
emphasise her physical loss. Sekhmet is an absent presence that foregrounds Rose-Innes’s view 
of the precarity of vanishing wildlife in general. The lioness’s absence becomes significantly 
present and provides the backdrop for Con’s liminal journey.       
 
Each of the eight sections of Green Lion reflects a stage of Con’s liminal journey and thus 
depicts a “change of state” that this chapter explores. The narrative itself enacts Con’s liminal 
journey through its structure and draws the reader into a similar experience. The first section, 
“Human Things”, depicts Con’s personal unhappiness, and a sense of stagnation that mirrors 
the state of dystopia in Cape Town. In the second section, “The Fence”, Con approaches the 
point where he will cross a symbolic threshold, disengaging from ‘human things’, and thus 
begin his liminal journey. “Eden”, the third section, is a flashback to Con’s friendship with 
Mark and the brief halcyon days during which he spent time with the wealthy Carolissen 
family, and it suggests that Con’s liminal journey had its roots in his childhood. As the title of 
the fourth section, “Keeper”, suggests, Con settles into a routine of caring for Sekhmet and 
 
8 The novel’s use of the pronoun ‘she’ for Sekhmet, raises the issue of anthropomorphism, which assigns human 
characteristics to animals. As Lawrence Buell (2001: 432) argues, “ecocritics have often struggled with the 
problem of whether the use of human language introduces an anthropocentric slant to a literary work”. Speculative 
fiction, however, increasingly represents human-animal hybrids as a means of sustaining the earth’s ecology and 
in the context of Green Lion, where Con and Sekhmet share a deep connection, the use of the third-person pronoun 
is appropriate. This dissertation therefore follows Rose-Innes’s lead and refers to Sekhmet with the feminine 
pronoun.   
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establishes a tenuous physical connection with her until she escapes from the Lion House. “The 
Lion Dream”, the fifth section of the novel, describes Con’s dreams of, and spiritual 
connections with, the lioness, indicating his growing human ferality. Con’s recurring lion-
dreams become an integral part of his increasing shamanistic connection with the spirit and 
animal worlds. The sixth section, “The Hunt”, addresses Con’s physical and liminal quest to 
find the lioness. Con returns from the journey in the seventh section, “Fable”, and the lioness 
continues to inhabit his dreams and captivates the imagination of the local community. This 
“fable”, with the supernatural lioness having replaced the real one, is therefore, in the 
ecocritical context of Green Lion, a moral lesson that plant and animal species are disappearing 
and that humankind needs to confront the reality of this loss before positive change can occur. 
The final section, “Jerome”, emulates the heightened insight and enlightenment that 
accompanies the final phase of the liminal journey. The title refers to the reclusive priest and 
scholar, Saint Jerome, who lived in Rome in the first century AD and who rescued a wild lion 
that later became his devoted companion. Con integrates himself back into society with a 
similar intention to focus on learning, involving himself with the renovation of the Lion House. 
 
Green Lion’s structure may itself be viewed as a liminal journey, with the narrative guiding the 
reader through a rite of passage. Separation is a necessary first process of the rite, and epigraphs 
divide the sections of the novel. This paratextual space is itself liminal as it indicates a transition 
in the text and functions as a border that establishes a situation of otherness, generating 
anticipation of the next section. Rose-Innes (2019: 90) asserts that “the epigraphs act as a quiet 
counterpart to the more immediate narrative, pulling the reader out of the story briefly for a 
moment of oblique contemplation”. The epigraph to the first section, “Human Things”, an 
extract from Jan Van Riebeeck’s journal, describes how lions roared “horribly and loudly” 
outside the walls of the Fort de Goede Hoop as they attempted to “get at the sheep inside”. The 
image of high walls that keep wildlife out foreshadows the fence that divides Table Mountain 
in the novel, and becomes a point of reference for the reader.9 According to Rose-Innes’s own 
statements, the epigraphs incorporate paratextual extracts from San narratives, alchemy, 
Egyptian mythology, and early religious poems that allude to the lion and, more specifically, 
to humankind’s relationship with lions as elements of nature. In her interview with Gail 
Fincham, Rose-Innes asserts that many of the epigraphs “refer to ancient, mystical animal 
 
9 High-walled forts and hedges have long been a part of Cape Town’s history. In 1660, Jan van Riebeeck planted 
a wild almond hedge to protect the newly established settlement of Cape Town. A remaining section of the hedge, 
in Kirstenbosch National Gardens, has been declared a national monument. The fence in Green Lion is therefore 
linked to a long legacy of colonialism.   
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figures from other eras, gods, and ghosts. In part, this was meant to contrast the vulnerable 
bodies of real animals threatened by human acts, with the idealised, untouchable, powerful 
totems that humans choose to preserve and revere in their place” (2019:89). The epigraph 
preceding “The Hunt”, for example, is from “The Litany of Sekhmet”, an inscription from the 
Temple of Horns at Edfu, and refers to Sekhmet as the one who “captures the wanderers’ 
spirits” and who “opens the mountains”. Here Sekhmet is an Egyptian warrior goddess who 
takes the form of a lion, and the epigraph, which dates back to 237 BCE, foreshadows Con’s 
transformation into a hunter who is drawn to the mountain in a deeply spiritual search for the 
escaped lion. The intertextuality resulting from the novel’s many epigraphs and allusions 
creates narrative liminality by drawing attention to its ambivalent state. The epigraphs interrupt 
the novel’s narrative to recount legends of the lion, presenting a form of play between historical 
and mythological discourse and the novel’s world of actuality. In generating intersections 
between different writings, Green Lion is a hybrid text, which, according to Heinz Viljoen and 
Chris van der Merwe (2007: 5), is “open to development” and “elaboration”. In doing so, it 
foregrounds the historical importance of the lion, and nature, in the human world.   
 
Through its intertextuality, Green Lion also functions as an ecocritical text. In their discussion 
of the poetics of hybridity, Viljoen and van der Merwe (2007:5) evoke ecology by comparing 
intertextuality to the grafting of plants, where “new and vibrant branches are grafted or 
inoculated onto strong rootstocks, and these vibrant elements can then, in the new context, 
develop into different contexts”. Their mention of grafting recalls Gilles Deleuze and Felix 
Guattari’s assertion that a text is like a “rhizome” or plant stem containing nodes from which 
“bulbs and tubers” originate (1987: 4). The nodes, in this case, are other texts or “assemblages”, 
and the result is a “series of connections between semiotic chains, organizations of power, and 
circumstances relative to the arts, sciences, and social struggles”. This “series of connections” 
also indicates that the novel has the potential to foreground social and environmental concerns. 
Significantly, Deleuze and Guattari link literary form to nature, and they revisit the metaphor 
of the spreading rhizome when they argue that all living beings exist in a state of communal, 
ecological consciousness, a network of fibers that “stretches from a human to an animal, from 
a human or animal to molecules, from molecules to particles, and so on to the imperceptible” 
(249). Green Lion approximates the rhizome because it depicts the interaction between the 
human and natural word. I argue that Green Lion emphasises the importance of restoring the 
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age-old connections between the human and the nonhuman, based on respect, interconnection, 
and the admission that nature is not there merely to serve the economy.  
 
3.2. “Floating on grim foundations”: the graveyard of nature  
 
One of the primary concerns of Green Lion is the impact that commercial activity has had on 
the peri-urban areas of Cape Town. Table Mountain, a significant setting in the novel, is 
described as having a “tarnished” silver finish that belies its potential resilience and ability to 
“sing with power” (Rose-Innes 2015: 14). Greed and commercial development have destroyed 
the mountain’s ecology, as the description suggests, in a process fraught with “tender fraud ... 
bribes paid and favours granted” (Rose-Innes 2015: 85). The parks department has also 
populated the ecologically sensitive areas of the mountain with “antelope, zebra, baboons, 
breeding pairs of eagles, all kinds of rare and endangered creatures” (85). Despite this 
semblance of nature conservation, only people with a “permit and a guide” may access the area, 
suggesting that the department is profiting from the project.  
 
Philosopher and sociologist Henri Lefebvre identifies a similar pattern of duplicity in his major 
philosophical work, The Production of Space, when he notes that although “everyone wants to 
protect and save nature” and “nobody wants to stand in the way of an attempt to retrieve its 
authenticity”, nature is threatened because “at the same time everything conspires to harm it” 
(Lefebvre 1974: 30). Con’s mother is an activist who “wants to protect and save nature” and 
her boyfriend remarks that they will “never see those animals” because only the rich will be 
able to purchase permits to view them (Rose-Innes 2015: 87). This unrestrained and corrupt 
exploitation of natural resources is evident, too, in Lefebvre’s assertion that “nature is now 
seen as merely the raw material out of which the productive forces of a variety of social systems 
have forged their panicular spaces” (Lefebvre 1974: 31). Lefebvre’s warning that “natural 
space will soon be lost to view” is realised in the way that the view of the mountain is eventually 
blocked in certain areas by the fence-line, the department houses in front of it, and the products 
of discarded technology such as “old car doors, pieces of wood” and “a rusty washing machine” 
(Rose-Innes 2015: 131). The accumulation of technological detritus on the mountain may recall 
literary critic and science fiction author Samuel Delany’s post-apocalyptic vision of the 
dystopian ‘Junk City’, where “techno chaos” litters the deteriorating environment (Delany 
1990: 304). The houses on the mountain have been “made respectable, with running water and 
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electricity” (Rose-Innes 2015: 131), but they have created a polluted landscape and contributed 
to the environment’s increasing destruction.   
 
In Green Lion, natural spaces have therefore been colonised, destroyed, and remodelled. After 
leaving school, Con works in England, and when he and Mark meet and walk “across the 
English meadows”, Mark observes how, in a “village surrounded by fields” outside London, 
there is “nothing wild. This place was killed long ago. No bears, no wolves, no wild foxes even. 
All that’s gone. Everything here is human” (Rose-Innes 2015: 47). As a result of the 
extermination of the wild, its history and even evidence of its prior existence have been lost. 
In his reading of George Orwell’s 1984, which he views as “the face of anti-Utopianism in our 
time”, Jameson associates the loss of the past with “the uncertainty of memory” and “an 
incomparably stark desolation of feeling” (Jameson 2005: 33). Con observes this stillness and 
melancholia in the “quiet guarded rooms” of the palaeontology museum in London where he 
works as a security guard, where “remnants of the past” are displayed as a “vast accumulation 
of things. Ordinary and extraordinary objects, plucked from the maelstrom and kept forever, 
just exactly as they were” (Rose-Innes 2015: 50). The exhibits, which include “dinosaur fossils: 
all clean bone and stone, things reduced to their sparest substructure”, no longer represent the 
real and cannot replace what has been lost from the world (50). For Baudrillard, museums 
cannot replace or reflect the reality of what they exhibit and he describes the iconic Pompidou 
Centre of modern art as “an incinerator absorbing all the cultural energy and devouring it … 
insane convection of all the contents that came there to be materialized, to be absorbed, and to 
be annihilated” (Baudrillard 1994: 61). The Pompidou museum, according to Baudrillard, is 
characterised by the “Beaubourg effect” and is “a machine for making emptiness”, where each 
exhibit “wants to be animation and is only reanimation” (63). Similarly, the museum in which 
Con works is a “monochrome temple, consecrated to the ancient, the fleshless” (Rose-Innes 
2015: 51), and it therefore cannot represent the real, only signifying the disappearance of “any 
culture of meaning” (Baudrillard 1994: 64). Its exhibits are part of what Baudrillard terms the 
“stockpile of objects” which have been subjected to “cutting up” and “regrouping” in order to 
“satisfy the masses” (68). The museum consumes cultural energy and displays exhibits that, 
rather than being reminders of the past, are reinventions that are designed to please the masses.  
 
The Lion House, which stands on the lower slopes of Table Mountain, represents a similar 
ineffectual attempt to ‘satisfy the masses’ (Baudrillard (1994: 68). It is built on land that has 
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been inhabited by multiple animals and people, and its archaeology comprises a series of layers 
that reflect a history of displacement. Green Lion uses similar imagery to Nineveh, where 
nature has been ousted and clamours at the borders of the estate. When Con fetches Mark’s 
belongings from the Lion House, he sees how nature was displaced to make way for the 
building. A large window in the inner chamber of the sanctuary reveals the lower slopes of 
Table Mountain, with its “specimens of fynbos flora”, a “tiny grey bird”, and “boulders and 
shrubs” (Rose-Innes 2015: 15). The building itself is a testament to palimpsests of human 
endeavour and construction that persist in its structure, and will eventually become buried in 
the Earth’s sediments, thus contributing to the novel’s archaeological metaphors. On the 
literary website “Africa in Words”, Riach (2016) describes the centre as a “building that is 
some amalgam of the physical site of the old Groote Schuur zoo in Cape Town and the history 
of the Western Cape’s Tygerberg Zoo”. The signs of the “gloomy old Victorian zoo” that made 
way for the sanctuary are still visible in the form of “the elegant art nouveau lines of the original 
aviary” and the “ominous pit of a lion den” (Rose-Innes 2015: 14). The Lion House resembles 
a “strange mirage” that floats on the original building’s “grim foundations” (14) and evokes 
the recurring theme of “invasion and underground spaces” that Shane Graham (2015: 65) notes 
in Rose-Innes’s fiction. There is a pervasive “distrust in the stability of built environments” 
(67) and a “constant state of impermanence” (68) that manifests in one zoo constructed above 
another, both of which colonise the environment. As well as suggesting archaeological and 
paleontological layers, the “grim” foundations also signal a legacy of the harsh conditions in 
which animals were kept in the older Victorian zoo and indicate that the zoo was founded in 
order to profit from exhibiting animals. The Lion House has been modernised, and there are 
posters everywhere that attempt to educate the public about the dangers of “climate change and 
the countrywide drought, species loss, habitat decimation” and the “importance of keeping the 
fragile Table Mountain ecosystem closed off to people” (Rose-Innes 2015: 14).The poster is 
ironic given the fact that the rich inhabitants of Cape Town can purchase permits to access 
these areas of the mountain. 
 
Despite its posters, displays, dassie enclosure and the mountain in the background, the Lion 
House is still strongly associated with commercialism and the commodification of nature. In 
an attempt to improve profitability, the lion sanctuary’s owners are modernising it, even turning 
it into “Jurassic Park” as Con describes it at one point (95). After Dmitri dies, all that remains 
is “one invisible lioness” that hides in the shadows of its cage, and “a couple of dassies” (118). 
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There is “money trouble” and the directors propose “animatronics”, “cloning”, and “safaris” 
with “game drives through the aviary” as methods of improving profitability. Amina, the 
director of the sanctuary, suggests that hunting might be lucrative because “people would pay 
a lot” to “kill the last black-maned lion in the world” (119). The Lion House threatens to 
become “a theme park of representation” (Baudrillard 1994: 1), pandering to humankind’s 
incessant desire for gratification and a “play of illusions and phantasms”. The plans to 
modernise it are motivated by financial gain and are typical of contemporary architecture 
where, according to Fredric Jameson (1991: 4), in Postmodernism or, The Cultural Logic of 
Late Capitalism, “aesthetic production today has become integrated into commodity 
production generally”. As I will discuss, after Con’s liminal journey he participates in the 
creative redevelopment of the sanctuary, incorporating some of Amina’s ideas: models of 
animals replace the live ones so that children can indeed move around and touch the animals 
in an unusual variation of a safari, and a group of actors uses animatronics to manipulate 
puppets of animals. The new museum is then filled with objects that appeal aesthetically and 
at the same time educate the public, making them more aware of the value of nature. 
 
3.3. “Without the lions, it’s nothing”: loss of the lion 
 
Green Lion chronicles how museums and animal sanctuaries cannot compensate for the loss of 
animal life. The novel’s structure expresses nostalgia for a time when animal species were 
abundant: each chapter title is named for an animal, some of which are endangered (such as 
“lion”, “wolf” and “elephant”) or extinct (such as “quagga”), thus creating a litany of loss and 
disappearance. The novel foregrounds how, as animal species needlessly become extinct, their 
living space is lost. When Con first visits the Lion House to collect Mark’s possessions, he 
observes how the brutality of the lion Dmitri’s euthanasia is reminiscent of the hunt in the way 
that the “long bulky form” of the lion lies “under the green tarpaulin … with its heavy, obscured 
head lolling off the end of the block” (Rose-Innes 2015: 19). The nonchalant attitude of the 
director, Amina, is evident as she explains that Dmitri will be “taxidermied … in a natural 
position” (19) as if he is “sleeping”. The irony of Amina’s use of the word ‘natural’ illustrates 
the futility of contemporary attempts to recreate life and to represent it as it was. Her attitude 
is echoed in the reaction of other departmental officials, one of whom believes that “lions were 
demons” that “were destroyed here in the Cape, because they were killing people” (114). They 
believe that it is easy to reproduce lions by “cloning” and to “recreate animals from scratch” 
with “modern genetics” (115). This ignorance and lack of concern for the living lion cannot be 
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countered and, as Lefebvre (1984: 31) asserts, “nature is resistant, and infinite in its depth, yet 
it has been defeated, and now waits only for its ultimate voidance and destruction”. When Con 
visits Mark’s home, he observes many taxidermied animals that had been hunted by the 
Carolissen family: species that once lived in the wild are now forgotten and have been crammed 
into a passage that is “wall-to-wall furred, feathered, clawed and winged” (Rose-Innes 2015: 
39). Devoid of life, the stuffed animals can no longer claim space, and have taken up their role 
in Baudrillard’s “stockpile of objects”.        
     
Although the Cape lion, or Panthera leo melanochaitus, has been extinct since the middle of 
the 19th century, it still clings on to existence in the novel as Sekhmet – one of the “very rare, 
the ones that have the ancestral features” (Rose-Innes 2015: 18). Con is appointed in Mark’s 
place as the “Head of Large Mammal Management” (113) and his duty is to care for Sekhmet. 
When he receives a visit from government and bank officials, who are considering cutting 
funding to the Lion House, he pleads for the future of the lioness. Speaking “fluently and 
persuasively”, as if to mirror the fluidity and strength of the animal itself, yet failing as we shall 
see, Con describes the former magnificence of “Panthera leo melanochaitus”, emphasising 
how “famously large and ferocious” the lions looked, with the “thick dark manes that grew 
over their shoulders, down their chests and along their bellies; their tails tipped with a black 
whisk and the fronts of their toes that, in a delicate touch, were tufted and pale” (113). His 
attempt to evoke the lion fails to convince the officials, however, as does “a photo of the last 
known true Cape lion in captivity, a dim black-and-white shot from 1860 of a sick-looking 
animal in a tiny cement cage in the Jardin des Plantes in Paris”. In its failure to represent the 
lion, Con’s description, like the sickly photograph, is simply yet another simulacrum, and his 
eloquent but hollow rhetoric an unsatisfactory substitute for the living Cape Lion.  
 
Just as Con’s ineffectual speech relies on the lion’s history, the novel itself contains multiple 
allusions to the lion but cannot definitively recreate the animal that last freely inhabited the 
Cape in 1858. One of the primary elements of Green Lion’s comment on pastiche in the form 
of the lion is its taxidermied version. A pastiche, as Jameson (1991: 84) defines it, is the 
“imitation of a peculiar or unique, idiosyncratic style, the wearing of a linguistic mask, speech 
in a dead language”. Jameson extends the metaphorical reference to death when he likens 
pastiche to “blank parody, a statue with blind eyeballs”, thus emphasising its meaningless 
imitation of the original object – such is the taxidermied lion that Con first sees in a glass 
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cabinet in Mark’s home. With its “mismatched eyes, one dark and patient still, the other stitched 
on like a monstrous teddy bear’s” (Rose-Innes 2015: 141), it is indeed a “statue with blind 
eyeballs” and is therefore an apt pastiche of the original. Even after death, the lion had suffered 
further “terrible indignities”, evident in the imagery of its once-abundant thick mane that had 
been painted a “bilious green”, denoting the aftermath of a repulsive human assault, and the 
“bald old tennis ball” that been had been “forced” between its jaws. Although a human has 
wreaked violence on the lion, its “dark and patient” eye serves as a reminder that nature waits 
to recover and reclaim its space. Although the stuffed lion is an attempt to preserve its memory, 
it has lost the attributes that gave it power in nature. A mother of pearl button has replaced its 
eye, negating its gaze. It is clear from the novel that although taxidermy is a human attempt to 
preserve the living animal, it also transforms nature into a dead commodity. The stuffed lion is 
sought after, and consumers find meaning in its ownership. The desire to possess it is, 
according to Jameson (1991: 85), “compatible with addiction – with a whole historically 
original consumers’ appetite for a world transformed into sheer images of itself and for 
pseudoevents and ‘spectacles’”. Humans have defiled the memory of the lion and have 
converted it into a bizarre spectacle complete with dye, stitches, and plastic buttons, thus 
revealing their disregard for nature.  
 
In the Capitalocene epoch, the capitalist system views nature as a series of consumable objects, 
and as a source of profit. Proponents of this system, according to Jameson (2005: xii), remain 
steadfast that any “historic alternatives to capitalism have been proven unviable and 
impossible, and that no other socio-economic system is conceivable, let alone practically 
available”. In Green Lion, Elyse, financially independent and comfortable in the upper 
echelons of society, is a product of societal privilege. Con meets Elyse in London and moves 
in with her when he returns to Cape Town. She is unmistakably Eurocentric and westernised, 
evident in how Con thinks of her as “something of London, as London-made” (Rose-Innes 
2015: 102). In Cape Town, she fits “much better in this city than he ever had or could”, 
suggesting that she frequents the city’s wealthy, Eurocentric areas. She comes from an 
established “old Cape family” and her father’s wealth funds the trappings of her lavish lifestyle, 
such as her “posh Sea Point flat” (163), her “sleek little Audi that still smelt new” (13), and her 
“expensive” scent that makes Con feel as if he is “tasting gold on her lips” (102) when he kisses 
her. Her wealth is like a “thin but very strong gold chain” that binds her to her family, and she 
fits comfortably into the city’s urban spaces like a “well-tethered balloon”. The “gold chain” 
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and “tethered balloon” suggest the network binding together the privileged members of Cape 
Town society, thus setting up a system of social capital, where ethnicity, wealth, and class offer 
protection exclusively to wealthy white Capetonians, arguably personified by Elyse.  
 
Elyse’s attitude is anthropocentric, and consumerism motivates her; she represents both forces 
in the novel. She is a product of capitalism as she ruthlessly seeks material wealth. Her lack of 
compassion for others is reinforced by the novel’s descriptions of her physical appearance. Her 
skin, described as “inhumanly textureless” and “pale as bone” (Rose-Innes 2015: 51), 
resembles the “clean bone and stone” of the dinosaur fossils in the London museum. Elyse’s 
coldness is evident when Con perceives her head as being “mismatched with her body, a cool 
mask twitching up and down to take him in, her big eyes lidded” (63). Her lidded eyes and the 
“crafted blankness of her glance” recall Martin Brand’s “hard and clear”, shifting gaze and 
both characters have a reptilian aspect. In their gaze, Elyse and Brand reflect what Jameson 
(2005: 200) has identified as the “baleful vision of human nature” which reflects an “insatiable 
and lucid hunger for power”. Elyse wields this power because she is wealthy and attempts to 
mould Con according to her will, to “reinvent, replace” (Rose-Innes 2015: 55), and she 
demonstrates a similar, calculating approach to nature. When Con describes the taxidermied 
models in Mark’s home, she speculates on how the “dancers interacting with the trophies” 
would be “interesting” (55). In “Reification and Utopia in Mass Culture”, Jameson describes 
the postmodern scenario where “everything, including labor power, has become a commodity” 
(Jameson 1979: 131). The dead stuffed animals are “trophies” to be paraded, and rather than 
engaging with nature, the dancers would “interact” with them. Elyse exists in what Jameson 
(1984: 2) has described as a state of “historical deafness” where what was real, although lost, 
“live[s] on, to be rewrapped in the luxurious trappings of their putative successor”. As a result 
of her attitude, which is typical of “Mass Culture”, the taxidermied model, “no longer has any 
qualitative value in itself, but only insofar as it can be ‘used’” (Jameson 1979: 131). The 
essence of living nature is lost to Elyse as she has distanced herself from it, and from the life 
that exists within her, and she is far removed from recognising the restorative power of nature, 
discussed in the next section. 
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 3.4. “The Green Lion eats the sun”: alchemy in Green Lion 
 
As its title suggests, a significant speculative element of Green Lion is its many references to 
alchemy, defined by H.Stanley Redgrove (1922: 1) as “that art whose end was the 
transmutation of the so-called base metals into gold by means of an ill-defined something called 
the Philosopher’s Stone”. Mark is instrumental in clarifying the alchemical process in the 
novel, and he describes how the philosopher’s stone was the “goal of medieval alchemy” and 
how it “could transmute base metals into gold”, “rejuvenate, revive withered plants” and 
“create golems” (Rose-Innes 2015: 101). In the novel, the green lion is important for restoration 
and, in Con’s understanding, it develops from a toy to a powerful symbol. Con was introduced 
to the green lion as a child, when his father crafted for his Noah’s ark a “jaunty little lion, 
intricately patterned in green and gold like a carousel ride, the mane painted with gold lines 
radiating from the face, legs braced and head pulled back and mouth open in a doll-sized roar” 
(79). Con gives the carving to Mark, who explains that it is “this very, very ancient symbol. 
From alchemy. The Green Lion”. Historically, the power of alchemy and its capacity to “bring 
things back to life” and “cure diseases” (49) was facilitated by a series of steps, named after 
animals, that created the stone, and the green lion’s role was to “dissolve gold” (101). The 
novel develops this concept of the lion as integral to transformation as Con grasps its spiritual 
significance.  
 
The “Green Lion” group, founded by Mark, contributes to Con’s comprehension of alchemy’s 
potential to regenerate life. Con receives a leaflet from Mossie inviting him to join a meeting 
of the group, which is described as a “club for people who like animals” (Rose-Innes 2015: 
168). On the back of the leaflet is a verse describing how, in the process of alchemy, the “Green 
Lion eats the sun” and “vitriol dissolves gold”. Ultimately, restoration follows as:  
Illness is healed 
Withered plants are revived 
The dead brought back to life (161).  
 
The green lion metaphorically eating the sun attests to the fact that, in the context of the novel, 
nature can heal and restore those who acknowledge and draw upon its energies. There is 
however a sobering twist to the pamphlet, which reminds its members that through the 
alchemical process, they may “seek to devour the energies of the wild” (161). Green Lion 
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therefore points out that humans “devour” rather than “draw” on the “energies of the wild”, 
greedily consuming natural resources without considering the consequences (161).  
 
Despite this consumption of resources, the novel demonstrates that an additional facet of 
alchemy is its capacity for spiritual elevation, which relates to the self-reflection of the liminal 
journey. Mark’s enthusiasm for the philosopher’s stone, which Diana Fernando (1997: 127) 
describes as the “Magnum Opus or Great Work of the alchemist”, is typical of the protagonists 
in many young adult literary fictions, such the Harry Potter series, because, as Lauren Mitchell 
argues (2017: 50), it “helps to uncover the workings of the soul”. Alchemy, according to 
Fernando (1997: 9), is essentially the “separation and death of the body, followed by the 
rejoining of purified parts, this time in perfect proportion, via the transforming powers of Earth, 
water, fire, air and ether, soul and spirit”. It captures the imagination because its “most basic 
principle–taking lackluster raw materials and turning them into something far greater–
continues to exist and thrive in today’s works of fiction, giving protagonists and villains alike 
an outlet to defy death, wield supernatural power, and recover what they’ve lost” (50). I argue 
that, in the context of Green Lion, alchemy has a deeper dimension and plays a role in Con’s 
liminal journey. As Redgrove (1922: 1) argues, alchemy is also “concerned with man’s soul” 
because its object is the “perfection, not of material substances, but of man in a spiritual sense”. 
This link is also noted by Carl Jung in Alchemic Studies, where he asserts that the goal of 
psychic development is to attain the “unity of life and consciousness”, and this self-knowledge 
is attained through a “sort of alchemical instruction” and a series of transformative steps (Jung 
1967: 85). For Jung, an alchemic text called The Secret of the Golden Flower triggered an 
epiphany when he realised that “medieval alchemy” provides the “longsought connecting link 
between Gnosis and the processes of the collective unconscious that can be observed in modern 
man” (86). In Green Lion, Con comes across a similar text amongst Mark’s possessions when 
he discovers a “thumbed paperback with arcane symbols on the cover – Alchemy for a New 
Age” (Rose-Innes 2015: 28). Arguably, like Jung’s alchemic text, Mark’s Alchemy for a New 
Age invites an allusion to the alchemical concept of human transformation and associates the 
lioness with the alchemical green lion’s rejuvenating power. 
  
Although, in the novel, humankind cannot recreate the physical lion, an alternative spiritual 
rebirth, linked to alchemy, arises from Con’s liminal journey. Despite Mark’s enthusiasm for 
alchemy, it is a pseudoscience, and as Mitchell (2017: 50) notes, “undoubtedly impossible”. In 
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a 2017 interview with the online speculative fiction magazine Strange Horizons, Rose-Innes 
comments that, although the title of Green Lion refers to the alchemical process of creating the 
Philosopher’s Stone, alchemy ultimately has no physical substance. She observes that, although 
“we try so hard to preserve the things we love from death … just like the alchemical quest, it’s 
an illusion that we cannot attain. The possibility of genetic reconstruction of species is a futile 
human longing to bring things back from death, just like the alchemical ambitions”. Rose-Innes 
emphasises the sombreness of Green Lion because Sekhmet and everything she represents is 
lost forever. Nevertheless, the novel calls attention to a deeper and uplifting element to 
alchemy, which is twofold. As Stanislas de Rola asserts, it has an outward or exoteric aspect, 
which focuses on the preparation of the philosopher’s stone, and a hidden or esoteric facet, 
where the consciousness is deemed to be “radically altered and transmuted from the ordinary 
(“lead-like”) level of everyday perception to a subtle (“gold-like) level of perception” (de Rola 
2013: 9). Con discovers that Mark has further damaged the taxidermied lion when he painted 
it green and pushed the “ball in its teeth” to emulate the alchemical green lion (Rose-Innes 
2015: 101). In doing so, Mark creates a symbol of the impossibility of generating something 
that is capable of resurrection. The esoteric facet of alchemy that results in the subconscious 
elevation of perception, however, is integral to the completion of Con’s liminal journey, and 
the lioness plays a central role in it. As I will discuss in the next section, the lioness is a catalyst 
that awakens Con’s human ferality.  
 
 3.5. “We’re like animals because we’re wild too. Sometimes I am wild”: Ferality in 
Green Lion 
 
Green Lion presents Sekhmet as mystical and elusive, yet when she permits human 
connections, as she seemingly does in the novel, they are transformative. It is clear that she is 
on the brink of extinction and that any contact with her will result in a notable “change of state” 
(Rose-Innes 2011: 172. In one of the novel’s most poignant parts, Mossie remarks that Sekhmet 
is “all alone here. No mate. No others like her, anywhere at all” (Rose-Innes 2015: 171). Mossie 
observes that Sekhmet is the last of her kind, that the extinction of her species is inevitable, and 
is a reflection of the precarity of our human future. Her appreciation of Sekhmet is an ecological 
dialogue that acknowledges what Patrick Murphy (1992: 316) terms “anotherness” – a 
recognition that “we are not ever only existing as an ‘I’ in the world but are also always existing 
as ‘another’ for others”. In the context of Green Lion, Mossie and Con are feral human liminal 
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subjects who demonstrate both a physical resemblance to, and a deep affinity with, the 
nonhuman animal, and who are aware of this ‘anotherness’. 
 
Although Con interacts with and cares for Sekhmet, she remains the predator, determined to 
“demolish the animal on this, on his side”, and he is always aware of his vulnerability because 
only “one layer of wire mesh, as thin as skin” separates him from the lioness (Rose-Innes 2015: 
159), and from death. Despite their proximity, Con cannot initially perceive the lioness because 
she stays in the shadows, and controls what he is allowed to see: “a paw, a flank, an eye: as 
with the elephant in the fable, he could never see the whole” (160). This fragmentary 
description is a reference to the Indian fable of ‘The Blind Men and the Elephant’ where six 
blind men touch different parts of the same elephant but cannot discern it, identifying it as a 
“wall”, “spear”, “snake”, “tree”, “fan”, or “rope” respectively. In Green Lion, humans see the 
same lioness in different ways and Sekhmet therefore becomes a floating signifier of sorts. She 
is a source of entertainment for visitors to the Lion House, who have “booked long in advance” 
(16) to see her, and she is a means to generate profit for the “Parks Department” and 
“government high-ups”. Mark views her as a powerful healer and associates her with the green 
lion symbol in alchemy. In contrast, Isak, who was once a “circus man” (98), and now works 
at the sanctuary, finds her untameable, dangerous and unpredictable. The lioness’s essence, 
however, remains undetermined, not only because of her alien nature, which renders humans 
‘blind’ and incapable of knowing her, but because humans refuse to work together to learn 
about her and to acknowledge her as their ancestors once did. As Con progresses in his liminal 
journey, and as he becomes more aware of his ferality, he is able to form a deeper connection 
with Sekhmet that is tied to his relationship with Mossie. 
 
In contrast to Elyse’s very human-centred belief in the importance of possessions, Mossie’s 
ferality is emphasised by her lack of materialism, her ability to internalise the experience of 
animals, and her spirituality. “Mossie” is the Afrikaans word for the Cape sparrow and Mossie 
and Katya in Nineveh both have names that strongly associate them with animals. Mossie’s 
physical ambiguity is a dominant feature of ferality, which is defined by Leesa Fawcett (2014: 
259), a specialist in animal consciousness and culture, as a state where the “porosity and 
possibilities of boundary crossings between wild, feral, and domestic spheres are limitless”. 
Boundary crossings are a necessary element of the liminal journey and, in Rose-Innes’s fiction, 
they involve an interconnectedness between human and animal. In her reading of Nineveh, 
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Woodward (2014: 207) reinforces this association when she asserts that Rose-Innes’s portrayal 
of ferality in Katya is a literary device that “extends human body space to incorporate the 
nonhuman”. In so doing, it depicts how the “very boundaries of human bodies waver, with the 
feral manifesting as outer beast or savage in order to enact an inner wildness, a reconnection 
with the natural”. Con is aware that Mossie has been watching him since he started working at 
the Lion House, and in a replication of his first encounter with Sekhmet, where the lioness hid 
“in the shadows” (Rose-Innes 2015: 16), Con first perceives Mossie as a “slim shadow”, a 
“figure” with a “tangle of mousy hair obscuring its face” (111). The novel inverts the human 
and the animal by referring to Mossie as ‘it’, and Sekhmet as ‘she’, and there are no clear-cut 
boundaries between the two. Con and Mossie introduce themselves near the sanctuary on the 
“apex of a bridge” (122) – a border between places that reflects the boundaries of liminal 
crossings in the novel. Mossie is a “solitary” and “unclear figure” and in the “luminous early-
evening, lit from all angles and floating in the sky”, she gives the impression of “someone dim, 
uncertainly outlined, tentatively and provisionally drawn” with clothes the colour of “dust and 
moths and mice”, aligning her with animals. Her solitariness is an important feature of the 
liminal subject. 
 
Woodward (2014: 208) notes that Rose-Innes’s feral characters enable her to “challenge fixed 
notions of corporeal identities through the merged, the overlapping, the in-between”, and 
Mossie’s movements and body suggest that she is “in-between” the categories of “human” and 
“animal”. Con can “feel the tension vibrating from her body” (111), just as Sekhmet’s first 
growl caused “a vibration in his chest” (16). When Mossie and Con are together in her car, 
Mossie’s movements suggest the feral: her “thrusting shoulder”, when she leans across him, is 
part of a “hidden body” whose “pale hand snaked out of the poncho and jerked open the glove 
compartment” (124). The “thrusting shoulder” and “pale hand” are animal parts of an 
ambiguous body that is, according to Woodward (2014: 208), “uncertain and contingent, 
porous and inter-subjective”. This obscurity characterises the liminal subject in Rose-Innes’s 
ecocritical fiction.   
 
It is clear from Mossie’s behaviour that her external ferality reflects an inner wildness that 
enables her to connect to the natural. Her attitude embodies what Murphy describes as an 
“ecologically sound human agency” that constructs “human relationships with the rest of 
nature” (317). Although Mossie manipulates Con in order to free Sekhmet, her motivation is 
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not self-serving. For her, Con is “the lion man” (123). For Mossie, Con is more than a ‘lion 
keeper’ and she recognizes that he is a ‘man merged with lion’ as she senses and accepts his 
animality, which mirrors her own. She therefore exemplifies the feral, liminal subject, who has 
no fear of the wild animal and is able to internalise something that is outside of her human life. 
Her recognition of Con as the “lion man”, highlights his developing ferality, elevated 
spirituality and deepening bond with animals, in a manner that is typical of shamanism.  
 
3.6. “There’s … energy we get from wild animals”: shamanism in Green Lion 
 
Although Green Lion emphasises that certain lion species have vanished forever, preserved 
only in the form of threadbare taxidermied models, faded pictures, and bones in foreign 
museums, the novel resists utter dystopia because it draws on an eternal optimistic yearning 
for, and the possibility of, human connection with animals. As Louise Ferreira observes in a 
2015 review in Die Burger that is quoted on Rose-Innes’s personal website, “the characters’ 
longing for a deep connection with another being echoes a human desperation to preserve 
nature, but also to touch something bigger than themselves” (Henrietta Rose-Innes, 2019). The 
human desire to engage with nature is age-old, and the speculative aspect of Con and Sekhmet’s 
relationship is foreshadowed when Elyse discovers, among Mark’s possessions, a postcard of 
a painting of Saint Jerome in his study – “a man in a red robe bent over a desk, in what seemed 
to be a kind of medieval workstation: neat wooden cabinetry, filled with books and pot plants 
and other interesting objects” (Rose-Innes 2015: 29). Significantly, as I have mentioned above, 
the final section of the novel is titled “Jerome” and the collection of “books” and “interesting 
objects” depicted in the postcard foreshadows the educational displays in the museum that Con 
helps to create after he becomes an activist and teacher like Jerome. In the picture, a lion stands 
behind Saint Jerome, “lionlike but diminutive, the size of a lapdog” (39), and this recalls the 
well-known story of how Jerome rescued a wild lion by removing a thorn from its paw, 
resulting in his lifelong companionship with the animal. As I will discuss, Con also remains 
bound to the memory of Sekhmet. The postcard therefore introduces a legend and emphasises 
the importance of the imaginary in conveying the interconnection of animal and human.  
 
Despite Green Lion’s allusion to European mythology, the novel’s focus, evident in the 
epigraphs that reference the San kukummi, is on indigenous shamanism. Several of the 
epigraphs are extracts from the narratives of the renowned San storyteller of kukummi, ||Kabbo, 
and the first of these describes how two pointer stars, which indicate the location of the 
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Southern Cross constellation, were “formerly men, and at the same time lions”. Even after both 
men became stars, they still remained “not far from the lioness” on the Earth (67). This San 
narrative illustrates the shamans’ mystical world, where they are able to take the form of an 
animal and attain an elevated level of spirituality, and it signals what Rose-Innes (2017) 
describes as a “grey zone” in her fiction where it crosses over between non-speculative and 
speculative fiction; this liminal feature of her writing, referring to fantasy and multicultural 
mythic elements, arguably does so in order to breach the abyss between humans and nature. 
This return to indigenous mythology corresponds to Jameson’s assertion that fantasy that 
revisits “legends” counteracts modern “exhausted and alienated lives” as it “breathes a purer 
and more conventional … atmosphere” (2005: 60). While it cannot be considered merely 
conventional, Rose-Innes’s portrayal of the shaman invites us to consider the possibility and 
power of the connection between the lion and the human.     
 
Green Lion depicts the members of the “Green Lion” group as modern-day shamans who 
worship animals. Mossie invites Con to join the group, which in Amina’s opinion consists of 
“zoo groupies” and “animal nutters” (Rose-Innes 2015: 117), and despite his initial scorn, he 
is struck by their close kinship with animals. Each week, someone brings an animal or “special 
guest” (168) to the meeting – something that people can “touch” and that “helps” people 
because, as Mossie explains, it is “something outside themselves. Their human lives” (168). 
As with the African indigenous shaman, who connects with “aspects of nature, particularly 
animals” (Woodward 2008: 4), the “Green Lion” group enters into a dream-like, trance state 
where they are able to draw from, and perhaps devour, the animal’s energy. Their impatience 
is evident in the way that there is a “restive energy” and “positive jostling among the crowd” 
in anticipation of touching the animal (Rose-Innes 2015: 166).  
 
The state of altered consciousness that the “Green Lion” group achieves, evokes the traditional 
San trance dance. At the group meeting, Con observes the attendees’ increasingly trance-like 
state as they are “bathed in the blue glow” of a television and are “all rapt” and transfixed by 
the wildlife video (165). Their increasingly oneiric state is comparable to the shaman’s “altered 
states of consciousness that grade in intensity”, and that accompany the “trance dance”, which, 
according to Lewis-Williams (2015: 60), is central to the /Xam’s spiritual life. Con senses the 
group’s religious devotion and although he feels like “the only one with his eyes open in a 
room full of people saying grace”, he later experiences a similar state of transcendence in his 
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liminal journey.10 He detects a “pent-up impatience” in the group as they wait to enter the 
bedroom in order to see the “special guest” for the evening, which is an enormous snake twisted 
around the neck and arms of “a young girl” (166). Once the members have made contact, they 
“seem joyful” and their faces are “lit with wonder” as if the girl, in the manner of a trance 
dancer, has managed to “enter the spirit world” that is associated with the snake, and has 
obtained from it the “wherewithal to restore the health of sick fellow humans” (Lewis-Williams 
2015: 62), thereby providing comfort and spiritual healing to her visitors.   
 
The San shaman’s isolation and nomadic existence are traits of the “threshold person” who, 
according to Victor Turner, has an ambiguous identity and “slips through the network of 
classifications that normally locate states and positions in cultural space” (Viljoen 2007:36). In 
addition to their deep “sympathetic bond” with animals (Hewitt 1986: 34), the San hunter-
gatherers led a nomadic existence. In their discussion of liminal subjects, Viljoen and van der 
Merwe (2007: 11) include shamans and describe them as “outsiders” who are “permanently or 
situationally set apart or outside the structures of a given social system”. After the meeting, 
Con experiences a shift in his relationship with Mossie and “starts to feel a little dangerous 
around her, like he’d be allowed to say anything, do anything” (Rose-Innes 2015: 171), which 
indicates his disengagement from Elyse and his previous social structure. Con’s encounter with 
the “Green Lion” group, and with Mossie, is the catalyst for him to assume the shaman’s 
characteristics in his liminal journey, as he learns that physical barriers, such as the mesh of 
the cage, are not barriers to deep spiritual connection with the lion.  
 
3.7. “Down wasn’t a possible direction so he headed up, up, up”: The liminal journey up 
the mountain 
  
Con’s detachment from society, which is necessary for his embarkation upon his liminal 
journey, is exacerbated by his personal sense of loss and grief. Chris van der Merwe’s analysis 
of Karl Schoeman’s autobiography, Die Laaste Afrikaans Boek (2002), in which Schoeman is 
identified as a liminal subject, emphasises the liminal subject’s loneliness and pain, which 
ultimately is revealed as a stimulus to creativity (van der Merwe 2007: 89). In Green Lion, Con 
has experienced personal loss and, as a young child, has realized that “the hollowness at the 
heart of things” is connected with his father (Rose-Innes 2015: 73). Con’s father abandoned 
his family when Con was a child and his mother, Lorraine, is later “disconcertingly vague about 
 
10 The San had specific names for different communities, such as |Xam-ka-!e (the Karoo San). 
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the man’s life and death”. Con has learned to search for any signs of his father amidst the layers 
of clutter that his mother, a classic ‘hoarder’, has amassed, and has realised that “there is 
archaeology to be done, stratigraphies to be revealed” (74) on the shelves and piles of objects 
in the house. The diction used to describe the collection of junk his mother has stored up – 
“archaeology”, “stratigraphy” – evokes the image of layers under the Earth’s surface and 
therefore recalls the layer of sediment constituting geological evidence for the Anthropocene. 
According to the novel’s imagery, nature has been displaced in a similar manner to the way in 
which evidence of Con’s father has been buried and lost in his mother’s house.    
 
Con deals with his mother’s death by erasing any reminders of her existence; he therefore 
discards all the objects that remind him of her. He empties her space completely, ridding her 
house of her possessions until the “house is folded back into itself, leaving no waste or excess” 
(108). In dispensing with the familiar spaces of his childhood home, Con increases his sense 
of isolation and moves into a state of unhomeliness, defined by Homi Bhabha (1992: 2) as a 
defining moment when there is an “estranging sense of the relocation of the home, and the 
world”, resulting in the condition of “extra-territorial and cross-cultural initiations”. Although 
his reference to displacement is in the context of contemporary postcolonial studies, Bhabha’s 
discussion of what it means to dwell in the “beyond” of postmodernism is relevant because, 
from an ecocritical perspective, the liminal subject is also sharply aware of a “tenebrous sense 
of survival, living on the borderlines of the ‘present’, for which there seems to be no proper 
name other than the current and controversial shiftiness of the prefix ‘post’: postmodernism, 
postcolonialism, postfeminism” (Bhabha 1992: 1). Bhabha’s emphasis on the word “post” 
suggests a breakdown of a predefined structure and an endless deferral of meaning. Indeed, 
Con dwells in a dystopic present with a loss of connection to both his personal history and 
nature, where the lion has been transformed into a series of emptied-out stylisations. As a 
liminal subject, he would experience what Viljoen and van der Merwe (2007: 4) have called a 
“discontent with the present and nostalgia for a more harmonious and morally sound past”. He 
is therefore poised to embark on a liminal journey, experiencing what Bhabha (1992: 1) 
describes as a “sense of disorientation, a disturbance of direction, in the ‘beyond’, an 
exploratory, restless movement caught so well in the French rendition of the words au-delà – 
here and there, on all sides, fort/da and thither, back and forth”. Con’s journeys on Table 
Mountain signify a repetitive cycle of movement into a space of intervention, initiating the 
“spatial cadence” that Riach has noted in Rose-Innes’s fiction (see page 32). Speaking in 2013 
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to Katie Reid on the literary website Africa in Words, Rose-Innes describes her original 
intention for Green Lion: 
I told myself that the next book would involve somebody going to the top of the 
mountain and then coming back down, and that would be the entire plot arc: simple. 
Well, of course it didn’t turn out simple at all, but it still has that movement at its heart. 
  
Part of the complexity of Con’s three climbs up to the top of the mountain is that they become 
a quest that repeats itself until he is able to reach a resolution. The dreamlike quality of the 
climbs, and the inclusion of the shadowy lioness and mythical hunters in Con’s experience add 
to the novel’s speculative nature and contribute to its focus on liminality. In each instance, Con 
has to traverse a significant threshold.  
 
The limen, or threshold, is a striking and dramatic feature in the literary depiction of the liminal 
journey. Manuel Aguirre, Roberta Quance and Philip Sutton (2000: 6) define the limen as a 
locus of “transition and transformation” that “permits passage from one space to another”. In 
her analysis of the work of the novelists Marie Darrieussecq, Marie NDiaye and Marie 
Redonnetuch, Jean Duffy (2009: 902) traces the depiction of the liminal journey in literary 
works of fantasy. She contends that all of these fictions make “recurrent references to various 
sorts of liminal zones, periods and experiences” that highlight “the use of the fantastic in these 
texts”. For her, the “limen is a powerfully symbolic and polyvalent locus ... that heralds 
potential and establishes limits, that challenges characters to test their powers and to 
acknowledge their inadequacy. (Duffy 2009: 905). In Green Lion, the ubiquitous man-made 
silver fence that “necklace[s] the base of Table Mountain and “[sings] with power” (Rose-Innes 
2015: 14) is the “powerfully symbolic and polyvalent locus” that restricts physical access to 
the mountain and also marks the border of a liminal space, permitting both “entry” and “exit’. 
As a “marker of separation”, it divides the urban from the rural, keeping indigenous animals 
“out of sight” (20). When the young Con first comes into proximity with the fence, it signifies 
humankind’s interference with nature. He travels with Lorraine, her erstwhile boyfriend Clive, 
and a group of “Clive’s hippie buddies” (86) to a protest near Lion’s Head on Table Mountain. 
The protest is against the demolition of shacks to make way for the construction of the 
demarcating fence that blocks entry to anyone who cannot pay for permits and therefore 
restricts free access to the mountain. The fence also slices through the area where marginalised 
people have been living in precarious shacks made of “corrugated iron and cardboard and 
castoff bricks” (87). In a violent process, “men in overalls with shovels and pick-axes” destroy 
the “makeshift houses” and the only recourse that the shack-dwellers have is to join the other 
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protestors and sing “an old freedom song, others joining in, call and response” (88). The legacy 
of apartheid’s system of forced removals persists as industrial corporations that enjoy 
protection from the government counter these protests with violence. As Riach (2018: 13) 
asserts, Rose-Innes’s writing reveals that South Africa’s “troubled past continues to occupy a 
place in the present through its material remains and spatial legacies”. The fence is a reminder 
of a time when the right of access to land was denied and both nature and the poor were thus, 
and continue to be, the victims of human greed.    
 
The fence is thus a formidable threshold that delimits liminal space, and Con’s first crossing is 
forceful and violent. In this case Con is trapped between the protestors and the fence. He 
encounters “unjustified hostility” when he is “passed sideways through the crowd and ejected, 
right up against the intact portion of the fence” (Rose-Innes 2015: 89). A security guard, who 
represents corporal authority, pulls him through the bars, first grabbing his shoulder and then 
pulling until the “whole of Con’s body follow[s], the bars raking his chest and his groin” (90). 
He is “wrenched” through the fence and feels disorientated (90). As Turner argues (1969: 359), 
liminality is “frequently likened to death, to being in the womb, to invisibility, to darkness”. 
Turner therefore links liminality to a spiritual rebirth where one is ‘wrenched’ into a state of 
awareness. Although Con runs down the mountain slope in this instance, his journey 
foreshadows future threshold crossings when he will climb the mountain. 
  
Once he is initiated, Con’s next journey through the barrier is easier. He joins Mark’s family 
at a game park that is “ringed with more fence” and is situated “in the middle of the city, on 
the top of the mountain” (Rose-Innes 2015: 189), in what Kareiva would term a “domesticated 
landscape” (2007: 1866) because the wild area blends with the city. In the reception area of the 
game park, the map of the area is “detailed” inside the “bounds” of the fence and “everywhere 
else” is “blank white paper” (Rose-Innes 2015: 189), which  demarcates areas where “there are 
still things up there that can hurt you” (190). It recalls the map of Cape Town that Katya 
searched fruitlessly to find Nineveh, indicating a liminal space of nature that few can navigate 
and understand. Con is easily able to slip through the bars of the fence as “he pushe[s] his head 
back in the gap, rotate[s] his shoulders and drag[s] his torso through, his chest and thighs” 
(191). Whereas, as a child, he was forcibly dragged through the fence, he can now get through 
it effortlessly, indicating his development and potential as a liminal subject.  
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3.8. “Bars, stone, bars, stone”: the transgressive liminal space 
 
Green Lion extends Fawcett’s assertion that animals “are our kin”, and the novel questions the 
human-animal opposition by blurring Con’s mental distinction between Mossie and Sekhmet. 
The novel suggests that Con’s fascination with Sekhmet has a sensual aspect. His dreams about 
her have an erotic quality, and the lioness is integral to his relationship with Mossie, which 
culminates within a transgressive liminal space. Humans deny their animality by calling 
themselves ‘human’, a nominal act that, according to Christopher Peterson (2012: 3), “assists 
the human in cordoning itself off both from the nonhuman and from its own inherent 
animality”. When Con acknowledges his animality, defying the taboo, and Sekhmet arouses 
him, he crosses the cordon that society has established between the human and the animal and 
experiences a transformed way of viewing both himself and the lioness. 
 
Con’s dreams of lions signal his development as a shaman figure and connect him to the 
animal’s spiritual world. In his recurring “lion dream”, the lion “stood over him and breathed 
on him, pushing its burning, matted mane into his face, and he turned away but couldn’t escape 
it” (Rose-Innes 2015: 209). The lion’s close physical proximity indicates the dissolution of the 
boundary between the neat categories of the ‘human’ and the ‘animal’. Con’s contact with 
Sekhmet at the Lion House intensifies the dream, making it “extremely clear and detailed”, as 
Con finds himself “wrestling with another lion: a sister-lion, brother-lion. It breathed, it 
rumbled, it pressed its meaty weight upon his face” (26). In this dream, the “meaty weight” 
signifies not only the lion’s muscle and power but also its substance and tangibility. Con’s 
dreams therefore negate the precarity of the lion’s existence and depict it as real and solid. 
Con’s dream connects him to the animal world and his conscious decision to return “from the 
lion dream into his human skin”, suggests that his dreams resemble the “out-of-body journeys” 
that are “simply part of daily life” for a Shaman (Lewis-Williams 2019: 36). Con ostensibly 
has the shaman’s capacity to “grasp of the mysterious power which infuses parts of the natural 
world” (Hewitt 1986: 143). Hewitt argues that shamans’ dreams disrupt the “world of social 
order” as they “provide direct access to other worlds”. In Green Lion, they signal mutating 
locations and indicate a shift between reality and fantasy. 
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By highlighting the similarities between the renowned shaman ||Kabbo, and Con, the novel 
urges us to consider how dreams are portals interconnecting the shaman and the lion. The 
epigraph to the third section, “Eden”, recounts ||Kabbo’s vivid dream of lions that can speak 
and describes a similar scenario to Con’s lion-dream: 
I dreamed of a lion which talked 
Of lions which talked to their fellow lions. 
I heard them, I saw them: in my dream they were black. 
Their paws were just like the paws of real lions. (Rose-Innes 2015: 135) 
 
||Kabbo’s observation that the talking lions’ paws looked like those of real lions indicates that 
the animals in his dream were half-human. In addition, it reflects how San kukummi narratives 
blur boundaries as their subjects often shift between human and animal forms (Lewis Williams 
2015: 78). The San told stories of Kaggen, their supreme God and a shapeshifter who could 
take the form of various animals. His dreams not only provided him with special knowledge 
but also allowed him to grasp the mysterious power that manifests in the natural world. 
Significantly, if the trance dancer was not restrained and calmed, it was feared that he would 
“turn into a lion and attack people” (79). On the day after his dream of Sekhmet, Con feels 
similarly unsettled and barely in control, and his dream lingers, making him aware of 
“running”, “seeking” and “the sensation of blood at the back of his throat”, as if he is on the 
verge of attacking somebody (Rose-Innes 2015: 27). As a result of the dreams, he develops “a 
kind of clarity” (160) and incorporates the lion’s senses into his own, feeling “sharply alert to 
light and shade, to things hidden, hiding” (161). He becomes increasingly feral, aware of the 
“lion-purring in his blood” and its “big-predator adrenaline” leaves him feeling “strange” and 
“sharper” as he assumes the animal’s heightened senses. The dream about Sekhmet also has a 
sensual quality that indicates that passion is strongly linked to Con’s increasing animality and 
concurrent liminality. He recalls how “each hair was crisp, each claw-thrust ecstatic; the weight 
of the body on top of him was crushing” (26). Initially, he appears to be playing with another 
lion. However, the dream becomes increasingly erotic, as suggested by the “ecstatic”, repetitive 
“claw-thrust” of the lion on top of him, foreshadowing the subsequent sexual encounter that 
will occur between Con and Mossie, with the lioness nearby.  
 
Through his sexual encounter with Mossie, Con undergoes a liminal journey into a space of 
transgression that brings him into close contact with Sekhmet. In a reading of Peter Høeg’s The 
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Woman and the Ape, which depicts an interspecies relationship between Madeline (a human) 
and Erasmus (an ape), Naama Harel (2007: 182) discusses species liminality, which entails the 
literary representation of continuity between humans and nonhumans. In this novel, the forest 
becomes “the zone in which social conventions lose their force, and where Madeline is 
“detached from her entire lifestyle and identity”. She abandons the “familiar urban 
environment, human company, her clothes, language, alcohol, and makeup” in order to engage 
in a “romantic relationship” with an ape. Erasmus is one of the twelve apes that are intended 
to morally correct humankind’s ways, and his parting words are: “there is only one thing I 
would ask you to remember. And that is how hard it is to tell, in each of us, where the part you 
call human ends and the part you call animal begins” (Høeg 1997: 245). As Harel argues, the 
relationship between Madeline and Erasmus refutes “the human animal dichotomy” (183). 
Erasmus and Madeline are ambiguously animal and human, respectively. They are therefore 
consigned to a margin between society and nature that Edmund Leach (1989: 156) has 
identified as a gap between “two logically discrete categories” that are “filled in with tabooed 
ambiguity”, and that threaten to destabilise social order. The relationship between Con and 
Sekhmet, however, is far subtler and works metonymically. In Sekhmet’s physical proximity 
to Con and Mossie, sexuality is transferred onto Sekhmet and it is this connection that reflects 
back on Con and Mossie’s ferality.  
 
Con’s connection to the lion’s spiritual world intensifies his own ferality and ambiguity. Le 
Jeuz argues that, in the context of The Woman and the Ape, the human liminal subject assumes 
more animal-like characteristics within the transgressive spaces. In order to “blur the boundary 
between humans and nonhumans”, Høeg uses “animal metaphors” to depict “zoomorphized 
humans” (Le Jeuz 2011: 187). I contend that Con is similarly “zoomorphized” as he becomes 
acutely aware of his senses. Rose-Innes explains to Fincham that she is “more a sensual than a 
cerebral writer” and that in Green Lion, “there’s much more attention paid to smell, befitting a 
book focused on a large mammalian predator” (2019: 91). In focussing on secondary senses, 
she intends to “distance [herself] a little from the human prejudice towards the visual” and to 
“access the nonhuman experience” and this objective is evident in the physicality of the novel’s 
descriptions of the lion. From the time that Con first meets Sekhmet, he can smell her “feral 
whiff” (Rose-Innes 2015: 16). Her smell becomes part of him as he continually notices “the 
reek of the lion cage” (23) on his skin and the “humble animal funk” (54) on his socks. Con’s 
animal smell is picked up from Sekhmet in a transmission of animality that invades the novel’s 
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human world. The novel contrasts his “animal funk” with the insubstantial “pale carpet” and 
“gauzy curtains” of Elyse’s home and emphasises his increasing separation from his urban 
environment. 
 
Green Lion foregrounds the trope of restrictive physical borders, in the form of the fence and 
the lion’s cage, that separate the urban from the untamed space of nature. These partitions 
enforce inequality by limiting the freedom of those who are dominated by an authority, and 
they barely contain a collective South African anger that threatens to explode. The bars of the 
lion’s cage represent a physical and metaphorical barrier between what Leach would call “this 
[human] world” and an “other [animal] world” (1976: 81). The cage physically resembles the 
fence, with its tall poles and “razor serrations running along the top”, that snakes across Table 
Mountain (Rose-Innes 2015: 82). Con’s initial encounter with the lioness has the same violence 
as when he was first pulled through the fence. As he approaches the lioness’s cage, he sees 
bars, stone, bars, stone – and then a clang as his arm was smacked back by the force of 
some huge hot weight throwing itself against the metal. Con lurched away – for a 
moment glimpsing a snarling mask – and sat down hard, fingers burning, head buzzing 
with the savage noise. A liquid chainsaw roar. (Rose-Innes 2015: 16) 
 
The metaphors that describe Sekhmet’s savagery portray the lioness as a hybrid of animal and 
machine, recalling the beetles in Nineveh. The mechanical “chainsaw roar” and “snarling 
mask” suggest the use of “armour” and “weapons” in the struggle against humans. Con remains 
mindful of Isak’s warning to “always keep the bars” of the lion cage between him and Sekhmet, 
and to never “stick [his] hand through” it. Certainly, Mark suffered the consequences of 
nature’s unchecked power when Dmitri mauled him. Mossie reveals that Mark was obsessed 
with death and entered the lion’s cage, intending to “let that lion go” (170) and, in the process, 
“to be gone too”. He confronted the anger and wildness beyond the bars of the cage and was 
“taken” with “just a swipe, just a careless pat” that “opened up an artery” (35) and almost killed 
him. This description indicates the physical frailty and vulnerability of humans when they are 
not protected by a cage. When Mark is eventually discharged from the hospital, he resembles 
the small dusty taxidermied lion that was once his toy. His eyes are lifeless and “guileless” like 
the lion’s “brown glass eyes” (141). Like the lion’s pelt that “was patched in places”, Mark’s 
permanently damaged body threatens to “[split] a seam”, and it seems as if his skin has been 
“removed and stitched back on. The stuffing coming out. Bits left off, bits gone missing” (253). 
Nature fought against its captors, and became the taxidermist of the human, leaving Mark as a 
shell of what he once was.          
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The novel suggests that a nonviolent connection between human and wild animal is possible 
when it entails the necessarily challenging border crossing of a liminal journey. Con is 
unharmed by Sekhmet because, as a shaman, his entry into the lion’s cage, in the style of the 
trance dance, is a deeply spiritual crossing. Discussing the liminal space of transgression, 
Brigitte le Juez (2011: 197) describes the contrast between the city’s “striated space”, which is 
“gridded with all kinds of lines and barriers” that enforce the restrictive “conventions and 
prejudices” of society, revisiting the assertion that like striations, spires of a fence and bars of 
a cage are a means of enforcing inequity. Movement out of this space, into a “smooth” open 
space “rouses an essential yearning, which may be considered nostalgic or incantatory, and is 
therefore transgressive (198), permitting the liminal subject to “question the meaning of [their] 
existence and identify [their] true desires”. In Green Lion, the striations of the bars of the lion 
cage demarcate its inner “pulsing blackness” where Con transcends the boundary between 
human and nonhuman. This in-between area, which is not “clear-cut and unambiguous”, and 
which therefore cannot be described by language, which functions according to demarcation 
and categorisation, becomes “taboo” and is “powerful, dangerous, untouchable, filthy, 
unmentionable” (Leach 1989: 156), making it a transgressive liminal space. Con’s sexual 
encounter with Mossie, which takes place next to the lion’s cage, and close to Sekhmet, is the 
culmination of an almost erotic attraction towards the lioness. When they make love, Mossie 
is “something inchoate, slippery, unfinished” (162) and her body seems “barely human, 
formless, turning, never holding still long enough for [Con] to get a lock on it, to see it all in 
all” (184). Sekhmet has been described in a similarly elusive fashion but is at her most vital at 
this point. As the lioness roars, the “bars of the cage trembl[e] and resonat[e]”, indicating the 
structural disintegration of the conventional boundaries that separate human and nonhuman 
animal. Con is permitted to enter into what Turner (1969: 360) would call a sense of 
“communitas” with Sekhmet and Mossie as they stand together outside society. After they are 
intimate, the liminal space is alive:  
He was aware that the darkness beyond the bars was no longer empty: it had grown full, 
plumped with breath and blood. It moved, shifting against the bars, seeming to blow 
them towards his face… Sekhmet had come to the bars and laid herself out, was 
pressing her length against them as if offering her warmth or seeking his… He could 
feel her heat against his cheeks and forehead, smell her reek. At last his fingers came 
to rest, very lightly, on her spine. (Rose-Innes 2015: 186)  
 
The encounter with Sekhmet, rendered in the physicality of the description and the corporeal 
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enmeshment of Con and Sekhmet despite the dividing bars, signals the deliberate blurring of 
human and animal worlds. Con’s ferality enables him to experience Sekhmet through sensation 
as he feels her “warmth” and “heat” and “smells her reek”. Con lies between Mossie and 
Sekhmet, in a sequence where, as with Erasmus and Madeline, one is unsure, “where the part 
you call human ends and the part you call animal begins” (Høeg 1997: 245). Turner asserts that 
“liminal phenomena” occur in a “moment in and out of time and in and out of social secular 
structure” where a “generalized social bond has ceased to be and has simultaneously yet to be 
fragmented into a multiplicity of structural ties” (1966: 360). Here, the bars of the cage are 
breached, the threshold between the civilised and wild is reduced, and the narrative shifts into 
speculative mode, transcending conventional time. The unconventional “social bond” between 
Con, Mossie, and Sekhmet is momentary and fragments into a “multiplicity of structural ties” 
after Mossie frees Sekhmet (360). At this stage, Con returns to a system where human and 
animal are differentiated and occupy different hierarchical levels, as he begins to look for the 
lion. 
 
3.9. “Last crossing”: the definitive liminal journey 
 
Con’s final journey through the fence is a definitive movement through a point of integration, 
into the liminal space of the mountain beyond, which becomes what Bhabha (1992: 9) would 
term a “space of intervention in the here and now”. A new hybrid space opens up, where past 
and present merge. He follows the fence up the mountain as he searches for the missing 
Sekhmet and he finds a gap underneath the fence where “the soil had been dug away further to 
allow a large body or bodies to pass” (Rose-Innes 2015: 225). He travels “across abandoned 
paths, up into the mountain, emptied of people now, differently occupied”. Con is at what 
Bhabha (1992: 1) calls the point of “transit where space and time cross” and he experiences a 
momentous “sense of disorientation” and a “disturbance of direction, in the beyond” as he 
moves towards a “cross-cultural initiation” in a dreamlike encounter with ancestral hunters at 
the top of the mountain. At the highest point of his journey he sees a “secret sky, perhaps even 
containing different stars and planets to the ones the city folks could see … or perhaps the same 
ones, arranged in subtly different constellations, as they were aeons ago, or aeons in the future” 
(Rose-Innes 2015: 228). Con’s vision of a sky where past, present and future cannot be 
differentiated evokes Jameson’s assertion that science fiction blurs the notion that time is made 
up of discrete sequential periods. In Archaeologies of the Future, Jameson argues that although 
“Science Fiction is generally understood as the attempt to imagine unimaginable futures”, it 
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focuses on “our own historical present” (Jameson 2005: 345). Discussing the prolific science 
fiction author Philip Dick’s novels, Jameson asserts that the “future of Dick’s novels renders 
our present historical by turning it into the past of a fantasized future”. Con’s heightened 
awareness brings him to a point of liminality in time, where he understands the implications of 
a future without animals, realises the impact of current human activities that are creating that 
future, and appreciates a past that was once abundant with wildlife.          
 
Once Con moves across the fence, and into the mountain’s liminal space, he attains shamanistic 
levels of spirituality through his dreams and visions of ancestors. In a trance-like state of half-
sleep and half-wakefulness, he becomes aware of a “greenish, lunar, almost phosphorescent” 
light and then sees “dark figures” dancing alongside the “great corpse” of a creature and 
hacking at its flank (Rose-Innes 2015: 228). Hein Viljoen (2007: 193-194) argues that liminal 
spaces that become sacred include “high hilltops or other prominent geographical features 
where humans have encountered the transcendental. Such places, dark caves for example, are 
also associated with mystery and danger, since they are invested with the immense and 
mysterious powers of the numinous”. The dead “leviathan” lying next to a “bonfire” suggests 
that Con’s vision is of ancient hunters celebrating their slaughter of a primeval monster (Rose-
Innes 2015: 228). As Viljoen (2007: 194) asserts, “the sacredness of a place is often a 
communal thing: they are sacred because the community maintains and reinforces their sacred 
status by means of festivals and animals”. At the height of his transcendental search for the 
lion, Con experiences a sense of communion with the legendary hunters – age-old ancestors 
who offer a portal to the lion’s spirit. 
 
Con’s liminal journey is a circular one and culminates in a return to its starting point. As Turner 
asserts, the liminal subject is at first “released from structure into communitas only to return to 
structure revitalized by their experience of communitas” (Turner 1969: 373). In what may be 
his “last crossing”, Con leaves the hunters and returns to the fence, and to the threshold (Rose-
Innes 2015: 242). In a moment of intense clarity that indicates his ‘revitalisation’, he realises 
that there are “no lions” on the mountain, and that “the things around him – these rocks, these 
crumbs of damp, quartz-salted Earth” are as “crisply defined in the diffuse light as a relic in a 
museum case, and as drained of life” (238). The landscape is therefore a museum of the 
Anthropocene, stripped of life. The pattern of Con’s journey, while spatially resolved, 
highlights that the insults to the environment persist and that the lioness has vanished. 
 
94 
 
  
After the “Green Lion” group frees Sekhmet, she vanishes physically but becomes, in her 
absence, the ubiquitous subject of myth. The narrator describes how a “lioness was moving 
through the city: she had been spotted in Strand, in Rondebosch, in Gugulethu” (250). Although 
Sekhmet is gone, she still features regularly in newspaper reports. She is sighted “now and 
then in ever more fantastical circumstances” (261). Con’s keen perception allows him to sense 
the lioness everywhere and he imagines that he “sees her form slipping around every corner, 
her eye peering from every window, her growl behind the traffic rumble”. For Con, a modern-
day shaman, the lioness is part of his urban space. In speculative fashion, Green Lion builds a 
new myth that is characterised by sightings of Sekhmet in increasingly “fantastical 
circumstances”. In her aesthetic representation of space, Rose-Innes therefore crosses what 
Bertrand Westphal (2016: 4) has identified in fiction as the “threshold that spreads out between 
the real and the fictional”, generating a liminal space of creativity that is inhabited by the 
memory of Sekhmet, and that will be discussed in the following section. 
 
3.10. “Things have changed around here”: after the liminal journey 
 
Con’s entry into the wild’s liminal spaces and his subsequent reintegration into society are the 
catalysts for him to participate in the renewed artistic creativity that manifests in the Green 
Lion Centre, offering a solution to the apparent impasse created by the irreversible loss of 
authentic wildlife. The newly created Green Lion Centre, which was converted from the Lion 
House, is associated with the rebirth of community spirit and a heightened interest in nature. It 
is now “devoted to the interdisciplinary conjunction of Arts and Natural Sciences, under the 
joint auspices of the Departments of Environment, Recreation and Culture” (Rose-Innes 2015: 
257). The interdisciplinary collaboration recalls Jason Moore’s observation (2017: 595) that 
“the Anthropocene has become something more than a scholarly concept. It has become a wider 
conversation around humanity’s place in the web of life – a conversation unfolding in the 
popular press, in activist circles, and across the Two Cultures of the human and natural 
sciences”. The Green Lion Centre, where nature and culture are no longer separable, has 
become a place that represents Val Plumwood’s ideal “locus of continuity, identity, and 
ecological consciousness” (Plumwood 2008: 139). It is positioned as a place where there could 
be a clearer understanding of the earth’s future.    
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Con’s liminal journey has foreshadowed the optimism and clarity of vision of the Centre, and 
he has arrived at a point when he is suspended in time as he has accepted the past and 
anticipated an optimistic future. Jean Duffy (2009: 926) observes that liminal time is a feature 
of fantasy fiction and is marked by a state of being “neither here nor there”. The characters find 
themselves on “thresholds and in interstitial spaces”: caught in a “no longer there, not yet time 
frame, they are pulled in opposite directions towards a past that seems to offer but ultimately 
fails to provide access to origins and a future that presents the opportunity for creation or 
renewal of identity”. Duffy’s assertion that liminal places are orientated towards a re-imagined 
future echoes Turner (1966: vii), who argues that “liminal areas of time and space… are open 
to the play of thought, feeling, and will; in them are generated new models, often fantastic”. 
The Carolissen’s collection of taxidermied animals has been moved into the Centre, and 
children have the opportunity to “touch and experience: stroke the fur, put their fingers in glass 
eyes, pass their hands between the rows of teeth” (Rose-Innes 2015: 257). The taxidermied 
models are now exhibits that have been “given a lick of paint: they are brighter, friendlier, less 
macabre, their spots and stripes definitely more vivid” (257). The physical changes reflect the 
theatrical energy and creativity that Elyse, her friends, and the new management have expended 
on transforming the centre. The models are no longer hollow reanimations of wildlife, and now 
serve as authentic reminders of extinction. They have a purpose and are “perfect emblems” and 
“almost wholly imaginary creations” (257) – serving as a reminder of a past that is ‘no longer 
there’ and signalling a future that promises the creation or renewal of identity. At the beginning 
of the novel, a tiny child at the “streaked and dusty” Lion House asked plaintively: “Where are 
lions” (15). I propose that at its conclusion, the novel transforms the Baudrillardian sign and 
that the new models no longer efface reality. Rather, the bright models and puppets harness the 
public’s imagination and urge “enthralled” children to “scream with delight and squeal on cue” 
(260). They are dramatic indicators that remind humans of the “real” animals (260).     
 
As Green Lion reminds us, the death of endangered species cannot be avoided but the memories 
of animals should be preserved. Green Lion is a performance of the way that animality and 
ferality can function in fiction. The novel itself may be regarded as “feral” because, in granting 
the lion agency, it resists the Western anthropocentric tendency to privilege humans over 
nonhuman animals. Cultural geographers such as Franklin Ginn (2014: 351) are optimistic 
about how humans have become “more than human” as a result of the network of connections 
that exist between all aspects of nature, in ways “at once both geological and biological, ways 
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through which Earth forces have been folded within us”. This symbiosis is also noted by 
anthropologist Anna Tsing (2012: 141), who describes “human nature [as] an interspecies 
relationship” as a result of the dependence and interconnections between human and 
nonhuman. The post-human modification enables an enhanced sensitivity to the Earth, 
facilitating a “transformative kind of feeling” (Ginn 2015: 352). Green Lion depicts this 
transformation as a liminal journey that blurs human-animal boundaries in order to highlight 
the network of human-animal connections in a world where nature seems helpless in the face 
of ongoing destruction. 
  
 
97 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
This dissertation has explored how Nineveh and Green Lion are ecocritical fictions that present 
nuanced impressions of a ‘change of state’. The novels depict various facets of liminality in 
their settings, and in the ambiguity and marginal status of their protagonists. In addition, they 
plot out a liminal journey where the characters experience a rite of passage as they separate 
and detach from cultural conditions, transition between stable social structures and finally 
return to society.   
 
The first change of state is apparent in Cape Town, which the novels depict as an irreparably 
transformed dystopian city where capitalist enterprises have disrupted the natural topology, 
destroyed the ecology, and displaced the human and nonhuman occupants. Rose-Innes is 
concerned with humankind’s impact on the planet in what she terms the “perilous” 
Anthropocene era, an epoch that is generally described in stratigraphic terms (The Book Trail, 
2018). Her novels represent the destabilised architecture of the Anthropocene through 
metaphorical layers, fractures, and subterranean spaces. In Nineveh, construction has disrupted 
the foundations of the city, upending layers of earth beneath buildings and parks. In Green 
Lion, the Lion House is built above the “grim foundations” of a Victorian zoo, and the layers 
of the buildings bear testament to the suffering, caged animals. Through its archaeological 
concerns, Rose-Innes’s fiction therefore reflects a country whose landscape conceals a 
traumatic history that refuses to be buried.  
 
Rose-Innes’s speculative fiction occupies an essential place in contemporary South African 
ecocritical literature because it depicts how human exploitation aligns with the abuse of the 
environment. In the novels, the city is a contested space, and a metaphorical warzone, where 
diggers and cranes are described as primitive beasts that mercilessly demolish green areas and 
old homes. In this postmodern scenario, Jameson likens the economic system and desire for 
profit to a “dense spider’s web” that preys on and depletes nature (Jameson 2009: 608). 
Individuals such as Martin Brand in Nineveh, and Elyse in Green Lion, represent and embrace 
this system of capitalism, respectively. Rose-Innes depicts how the legacy of apartheid persists 
in South Africa as marginalised and vulnerable communities continue to be segregated and 
displaced by commercialist enterprises.  
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I propose that there is a definite progression in the way that the novels represent escalating 
environmental devastation, with the emphasis in Green Lion tending towards greater suffering 
and dystopia. Whereas in Nineveh the mountains surrounding Cape Town are remote and 
untouched, in Green Lion, humans have colonised Table Mountain, building a fence that cuts 
off access to its higher slopes and conceals hunters who have carte blanche to track and kill 
wild animals as they please. The novel thus illustrates how differential and unequal treatment 
is systematic and is based on socioeconomic privilege. In Nineveh, the displaced wildlife 
amasses and thrives on the border of the luxury estate of the novel’s title, and eventually 
reinhabits the territory, fulfilling the biblical prophecy that is suggested by the estate’s name. 
In contrast, the ecocritical emphasis of Green Lion is on irreversible loss and extinction. Green 
Lion poignantly proffers representations of the lion in the form of pictures, ragged taxidermied 
models and excerpts from legends and myths, but ultimately its message is that these pastiches 
of the real animal can never finally replace it.  
 
A common feature of the two novels is that they portray the protagonists as liminal subjects 
who have a particular affinity with nature that increases as they undergo a personal change of 
state. I have argued that Katya and Con are portrayed as atypical individuals who are marked 
as outsiders and exist on the margins of society. I have proposed that Rose-Innes’s innovative 
ecocritical fiction depicts them as inherently animalistic. Katya and Con believe that they have 
a distinctive animal smell, and, in stressful situations, they sense and react as animals would, 
becoming hyperalert and increasingly feral. Green Lion is bolder in its exploration of human 
ferality, however, and it overturns the human-animal dichotomy. Con develops a shamanistic 
ability to connect to the lioness’s spiritual world; he then internalises her animality and assumes 
her characteristics. Furthermore, his experience of the lioness is tinged with the erotic, 
culminating in a sexual encounter with Mossie that is transgressive when viewed through the 
lens of conventional society. Green Lion has a uniquely South African emphasis because it 
specifically incorporates indigenous San mythology, portraying Con as a shaman whose 
dreams resemble shamanistic out-of-body journeys and who has the ability to imagine that he 
shifts and transitions between human and animal forms.  
 
Both novels depict liminal journeys that progress through several changes of state as the 
protagonists separate from society, enter a liminal phase, and finally reintegrate into society. 
The liminal phase of the journey is located in grey areas and ambiguous liminal spaces that are, 
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within the novels’ ecocritical focus, inhabited by wildlife. The novels respectively depict the 
estate of Nineveh and the areas of Table Mountain beyond the fences as metaphorical blank 
areas on maps, which indicate unknown spaces that are yet to be explored and defined. I have 
shown how Katya and Con experience a shift in reality after they traverse the borders of these 
spaces. For Katya, the swamp beyond the walls of the estate is rich and euphoric, and her 
experience oscillates between the sterile world of the estate and the teeming wildlife in the 
swamp. Beneath the estate, in addition, are strange depths in which the beetles of the novel’s 
focus swarm. In Green Lion, too, the threshold that delimits the liminal space is human-made, 
and once Con negotiates the fence on Table Mountain, he enters a dreamlike space that is 
“differently occupied” (Rose-Innes 2015: 225). Here he is unable to distinguish between the 
past and the present and has visions of a shadowy lion. As I have argued, within these liminal 
spaces, the protagonists experience a state of entanglement with the animal world, experiencing 
“difference and sameness” as they become allies with nature against commercialism (Nuttall 
2009: 1). They witness how nature transcends the restrictions of the capitalist system. The 
novels portray “ambiguous” spaces that facilitate new human-animal interconnections. In 
doing so, they draw on fantasy and introduce the imaginary into known and familiar South 
African locations.       
 
I have argued that when Katya and Con are reintegrated into society in the final phase of their 
liminal journey, their perspective has shifted and undergone a change of state that allows them 
to imagine a future where survival is possible in a world of ecological devastation. Katya 
witnesses the unravelling of the estate of Nineveh and its reclamation by its rightful human and 
animal inhabitants. Con is an active participant in the new direction that the Green Lion Centre 
takes, and his actions display the ethical thinking and decisive social action promoted by 
ecocritics such as Patrick Murphy (2009: 32). The Green Lion Centre does indeed emphasise 
family and community efforts to become integrated with the natural world. I have argued that 
the centre overturns Baudrillard’s realm of the hyperreal because the human creativity and 
energy that is invested in its animal models and puppets inspires a renewed passion for nature. 
The novels thus function as spaces for an ethical approach to nature. Through her fiction, then, 
Rose-Innes indeed embraces the “rise and fall of cities, urban coexistence, and exchanges 
between human and nonhuman worlds” (Davidson, 2012). If we turn away from Nineveh and 
the Lion House and seek the nonhuman world; if we acknowledge the web of 
interconnectedness that binds all living things, we too can experience a change of state. 
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EPILOGUE 
 
As this dissertation approaches its final stage, a global pandemic has rocked the world. On 31 
December 2019, the World Health Organisation reported that a new strain of Coronavirus, now 
known as COVID-19, had infected many in Wuhan City, China (NICD, 2020). Since then the 
virus has spread to other countries, defying efforts to contain it, and killing thousands of people 
(WHO, 2020). It can remain alive on contaminated surfaces for days and sometimes lurks 
undetected in asymptomatic hosts for up to two weeks while it infects those around them. Fear 
of the unknown has spawned mass panic and confusion that, according to Ed Yong of The 
Atlantic Daily,  
arises from the pandemic’s scale and pace. Worldwide, at least 3.1 million people have 
been infected in less than four months. Economies have nose-dived. Societies have 
paused. In most people’s living memory, no crisis has caused so much upheaval so 
broadly and so quickly. (Yong 2020) 
 
In response to the growing number of cases in South Africa, President Cyril Ramaphosa 
announced a stringent national lockdown on 23 March 2020, closing places of education, 
confining all citizens to their homes, banning the sale of cigarettes and alcohol, and prohibiting 
non-essential services from operating. PEN Transmissions, an online magazine featuring 
personal essays from established and emerging writers, recently published Henrietta Rose-
Innes’s personal experiences of this momentous historical moment that has been shaped by 
COVID-19. Her compelling essay, “Zoonotic”, provides the basis for this epilogue.  
 
For many, the circumstances of the current pandemic seem more bizarre and surreal than the 
premise of science fiction movies and novels like Steven Soderbergh’s Contagion (2011) and 
Stephen King’s The Stand (1994). In his discussion of the cyberpunk fiction of William Gibson 
in Archaeologies of the Future, Fredric Jameson (2005: 384) observes that the “representational 
apparatus of Science Fiction, here refined and transistorized (sic) in all kinds of new and 
productive ways, sends back more reliable information about the contemporary world than an 
exhausted realism”. Certainly, Nineveh depicted a seemingly implausible situation where 
insects turned on humans and drove the capitalist Martin Brand off the estate. Yet the 
improbable scenario of human beings being defeated by the small and teeming world – in this 
case, microbes – has been realised in the pandemic and the current situation, as it unfolds, 
supports Jameson’s assertion that the “literary and ‘imaginative’” are not so far removed from 
the “referential ‘real’ science, ‘real’ scientific texts” (393). In “Zoonotic”, then, Rose-Innes 
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herself joins Katya and Con, becoming a protagonist in her own writing as the structure and 
order of the world around her collapses.      
 
There is speculation that the current pandemic originated as a result of the reckless human 
enterprise manifesting and shaping the epoch of the Anthropocene. Scientists have postulated 
that COVID-19 originated in live animal markets in China, which may themselves be described 
as liminal borderzones densely populated with both humans and wild animals, thus making 
transmission of novel viruses such as COVID-19 more likely via bodily excretion and fluid 
interchanges (Cole 2020). COVID-19 has undoubtedly resulted from zoonotic spillover, with 
the transmission of a virulent pathogen from a vertebrate animal to a human. Rose-Innes, in 
the context of this ‘zoonosis’, finds herself researching and reading about the “bats and snakes 
and rats and pangolins” that are the “kinds of animals [her] protagonists would embrace” 
(2020). These animals, so often a focus of her literary imagination, are indeed a possible source 
of the COVID-19 virus, and she likens them to the “unloved organisms, vermin and predators 
and noxious plants” that cohabit on “this messy, mutually enmeshed earth” (2020), and that so 
often form the entangled, ecological subjects of her fiction. Perhaps Katya would have 
attempted to rescue and relocate some of these “unloved [and] unlovely” animals (Rose-Innes 
2011: 16). The dystopia that Rose-Innes portrays in her fiction has, however, become far more 
insidious and profoundly felt in reality, and the displacement and exploitation of wild animals, 
as the situation of COVID-19 makes clear, have had devastating results not only for nature and 
ecology, but also for humanity itself.  
 
Initial responses to the virus, typical of human attitudes in the Anthropocene and exemplified 
by ‘leaders’ like Donald Trump, dismissed COVID-19 as “something out there, not directly 
related to us, or connected in a complicated, rather exotic way” (Cole 2020). Yet as Rose-Innes 
(2020) discovers, “maps and graphs” reveal the unchecked “exponential growth” of the number 
of people infected by the virus. The map changes each day and, just like Zintle’s map of 
Nineveh, becomes a “jigsaw piece for a picture [we’ve] never seen” as the virus spreads 
between towns and countries (Rose-Innes 2011: 51). Although infection and death rates are 
still low in South Africa, the virus is decimating overseas populations, and fear of the unknown 
is increasing as South African cases begin to multiply exponentially.  
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As I have discussed, Nineveh and Green Lion are ecocritical fictions that focus on the “variety 
of beings” coexisting in the “complex ecosystem” of a city (see page 13). These novels depict 
an “amiable” and “benign” connection between human and non-human animals and, despite 
their wildness, the beetles in Nineveh and the lioness in Green Lion do not harm the 
protagonists (Rose-Innes, 2020). In “Zoonotic”, however, it is clear that COVID-19 has 
revealed a noxious bond between humans and animals, a deadly entanglement that has 
transformed the earth from “messy” to dystopic. The essay juxtaposes the event of the virus 
against a description of toxic button spiders, sac spiders, and violin spiders, at once 
“nondescript” and “aggressive”, which overrun Rose-Innes’s home. These different spiders 
arguably reflect the potential mutations of viruses, all of them dangerous, insidious and 
infiltrating. Rose-Innes’s affinity for nature, so much like that of the liminal subjects in her 
fiction, cannot protect her from these invaders. In Chapter One of this dissertation I discussed 
the significance of the novel’s last impression of a defeated Brand, where an audacious tick the 
“size of a lentil” sank its “mandibles” into the flesh of his forearm. The tick’s attack signals 
nature’s potential overpowering of the human world, and Rose-Innes provides a similar 
description in “Zoonotic”. As people everywhere become infected with COVID-19, Rose-
Innes describes herself as attacked by spiders. She wakes with an “unusual itchiness” along her 
arm that develops “large welts, hard and swollen”, each with “two neat pincer-marks at its 
centre, which blossom into blisters”, and “eventually ulcerate”. She is bitten on her thumb and 
then on her jaw. The spiders hide under carpets and between grooves in the bricks; they are an 
absent, destructive presence, like the beetles in Nineveh. Just as Rose-Innes’s home cannot 
keep the spiders out, walls and fences do not stop the virus, and the number of cases worldwide 
is increasing exponentially.     
 
The pandemic has triggered increasingly restrictive legislation, which reflects what Cole 
(2020) describes as a “case study of action in the Anthropocene”. In South Africa, the health 
and economic measures to counter the threat of the virus include “police and soldiers, curfews 
and roadblocks, limitations on movement and curtailed economic activity”. Rose-Innes, in 
“Zoonotic”, is confined to her home in Cape Town and depicts the conditions of lockdown that 
include “no outside exercise, no alcohol for sale, soldiers on the streets” (Rose-Innes 2020). 
These desperate, regimented activities are futile as the virus infects even the police and soldiers 
who are attempting to stop it. Rose-Innes describes herself as undertaking a similar “full spring 
clean – a radical measure” that involves “lifting rugs and vacuuming”. As the spiders “emerge” 
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and “scramble for cover”, they evoke the war, depicted in Nineveh and Green Lion, between 
humans and nature. Rose-Innes’s efforts result in a “destructive” clean-up and a “great razing” 
as webs are destroyed and “tiny sacs” become “jumbled now in the sack” of the hoover. Just 
as Rose-Innes’s clean-up causes the loss of life, human intervention in the face of the pandemic 
has impacted the economy as industries struggle in the face of isolation and quarantine. 
Afterwards she reflects how “things here are fine. The walls are clean. Maybe we will plaster 
over them. My skin is smooth and uninflamed. Outside, the world is extremely silent”. Yet the 
virus cannot be silenced, and our foundations are crumbling.  
 
The coronavirus has replaced the formal solid routine of people’s everyday life with indefinable 
liminal spaces. Yong (2020) notes that “viruses lie below the threshold of the senses where 
neither peril nor safety is clear”. When he ventures outside his home, he experiences “cognitive 
dissonance as [he] wanders a world that has been irrevocably altered but that looks much the 
same”. Ostensibly, the spiders are removed from Rose-Innes’s home and she seems to recover 
physically. The virus however is still there, “moving among us, the sounds of its progress – 
scuttling? lapping? – beyond the range of any ear” (Rose-Innes 2020). Like the beetles that 
constantly scratched and ticked in Nineveh, the virus remains hidden, always threatening to 
infect or reinfect. Rose-Innes’s home “feels a bit less friendly, as if it’s become meaner under 
stress”. She senses that the toxin from the spider bite has left “some poison” behind. In some 
cases, the COVID-19 virus is debilitating and requires a long period of convalescence 
(Horowitz 2020). Its lasting effects are more than physical though, and the pandemic has 
poisoned society. There are protests and ugly confrontations as people face starvation from 
being locked down. In a News24 article, journalist Mandy Weiner invites us to consider 
whether “this fury and outrage that is manifesting as vitriol and hate towards one another, is 
actually fear”. People are deprived of social contact and the power of human connection that 
would comfort them. The world is irrevocably different, and we face the unknown.  
  
“Zoonotic” depicts how, like a spider, COVID-19, the novel coronavirus, refuses to remain on 
the other side of the walls that are supposed to protect us. It is alien, harmful, and no matter 
what we do, it could ultimately infect many of us. Something dark and frightening has been 
produced by and pervaded the Anthropocene and has changed the state of the world. Certainly, 
we are living in the type of world where the “higher risk of catastrophes” outlined by 
Christophe Bonneuil and Jean-Baptiste Fressoz (2013: 11) has been realised (see page 16). 
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Yong (2020), describing the thus far incomprehensible effects of COVID-19, outlines the 
classic liminal journey that I have traced in Nineveh and Green Lion when he describes how, 
in “myths and movies”, the “protagonist reluctantly departs from normal life, enters the 
unknown, endures successive trials, and eventually returns home, having been transformed”. 
He envisages that this is an uncertain journey that the “entire modern world” will have to 
undertake. For him, the world will find hope in “our collective imagination and action” and 
this vision evokes the strong ecocritical message I have located in Nineveh and Green Lion. 
For Rose-Innes too, humankind will survive this change of state, and the virus will become 
part of a story with a solution. As she concludes:   
Things will be different, must surely be different, when we come out of hiding again. 
The biters and the bitten. I want to know how we’re all going to manage it. I want to 
find a way to write about this.   
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